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IN JULY 1947, 

a small steamboat purchased secretly from an 
American shipping company on behalf of the under¬ 
ground Jewish group Haganah left a small fishing 
town in France on a daring mission: to serve as the 
lifeboat for more than 4,500 survivors of Nazi rule 
and transport them to Palestine. 

Renamed Haganah Ship Exodus 1947 and 
manned by a crew of American seamen and Jewish 
sailors, the forty-year-old ship carried the hopes and 
dreams of a beleaguered people. But after a week’s 
journey that brought them to within sight of Pales¬ 
tinian shores, these Holocaust survivors endured 
even more hardships. In a tragic turn of events, the 
British Royal Navy, seeking to protect Anglo-Arab 
relations, rammed the ship and forcibly boarded it in 
international waters, killing two passengers and an 
American crew member. The British commandeered 
Exodus 1947 and sailed it to the port of Haifa, 
where the passengers were dispersed onto three 
ships and sent back to France. Unwilling to give up 
on their dream, the human cargo refused to disem¬ 
bark and staged a hunger strike that brought their 
plight to the attention of the United Nations. But in 
the cruelest twist of all, the passengers then were 
transported to British-occupied Germany and placed 
in camps. Despite the immediate failure of the mis¬ 
sion, the ensuing international outcry proved pivotal 
in gaining sympathy for official recognition for the 
state of Israel. 

Mining invaluable firsthand testimonies gath¬ 
ered by film producer Jill Samuels, Gordon Thomas 
recounts the increasingly dire situation for Jews 
in Europe before and during World War II, dramat¬ 
ically chronicles the initiative to create a modern-day 
Israeli state, and reveals the secret step-by-step 
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‘When it comes to the end of World War Two, it will not be the 
end of our war. With the defeat of the Nazis, it becomes our 
bounden duty to go to any extreme necessaiy to rescue what the 
Germans have left of the various Jewish communities. We will 
have to lead those survivors openly or by stealth through war-torn 
lands and across borders to the sea and thence to the shores ol 
their homeland, to bring home on our shoulders those ol our 

people who have been left alix^e.’ 


David Ben-Gurion 

First Prime Minister of the State of Israel 
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Prologue 


T he rise to power of Adolf Hitler from 1933 spread unease 
throughout Germany’s Jewish community, though many 
believed they could still coexist alongside the Nazis. Howev'er, the 
Jews increasingly found their religion marked them out for 
persecution, and by the time war came and the Wehrmacht raced 
across Europe, they began to find themselves herded on to trains to 
places that would soon become infamous worldwide: Auschwitz- 
Birkenau, Buchenwald, Dachau, Mauthausen ... In all theie would 
be 32 camps where over six million Jews died. This was the 


Holocaust. 

In the summer of 1947, a ship designed for 400 passengers was 
carrying 4,500 refugees and a crew of young American volunteei s, 
US war veterans and battle-hardened men of the Haganah, the 
Jewish underground army. All were caught up in an e\ent 
unparalleled in histoiy: a precursor for the toundation ol a nation 
and its people. This is the previously untold stoiy of the passengers 
and crew of the Exodus, who fought a sea battle like no other to get 


to Palestine, their Promised Land, Eretz I'israel. 

Painful and raw, displaying the extraordinary courage, passion, 
faith and determination necessary to rise above impossible odds, the 
stoiw they tell is of a people pursuing a dream 2,000 years old and it 
stands as a judgement on the inhumane treatment ol the jtws. 

David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first inline minister, said of the 
Haganah, ‘You were largely resj^onsible for bringing our new nation 
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to life. The very word “Haganah” — “Defence” — imposed heavy 
duties on those who seiwed with incredible strength to overcome all 
dangers by ingenious devices to accomplish deeds that hav'e become 
almost legendary.’ 

In 1922 the League of Nations had giv en Great Britain the role of 
preparing Palestine for ‘self-rule and remedying the short-comings 
and after effects of Ottoman rule’. A British High Commissioner was 
appointed to rule, supported by British military forces and civil 
servants. The Mandate government controlled a land where 589,000 
Muslims, 71,000 Christians and 83,000 J ews lived in uneasy peace. 
A year later Winston Churchill, then the Colonial Secretarv, decided 
to limit legal Jewish immigration to 16,500 people a year. His 
decision was based ‘on the absorptiv e capacity of the area’. 

There was no limit on Christians or Arabs settling in Palestine. 
Despite the restriction, however, boats continued to land Jewish 
refugees from Hitler’s Germany on the beaches between Haifa and 
Tel Aviv. Arab anger grew to a full-scale revolt against the Mandate 
over the mounting numbers of illegal Jewish immigrants being 
smuggled in. To maintain the peace the Mandate gov-ernment had 
two battalions and two warships based in Haifa. Their orders were 
unequivocal: to stop the illegal immigration and pacify the Arabs. 

These orders remained in force while Hitler’s persecution 
intensihed and Jews became even more desperate to emigrate to 
Palestine. The Jewish Agency set up a secret organisation known as 
Aliyah Bet with groups in London, Paris, Vienna and the United 


States to assist them. By the outbreak of the Second World War thev 
had landed almost 7,000 refugees on the shores of Palestine. For the 
British, these were ‘illegal immigi'ants’. 


When the war ended in 1945, Jews expected that Palestine would 
become freely accessible to survivors of the Holocaust. The 


Mandate’s attitude was summed up in a conhdential Foreign Office 
note sent to the British Control Office for Germanv^ and Austria on 
5 July 1946: ‘We must hav e a clear dehnition of the term “German 
Jew” and must ))revent German Jews automaticallv immieratine to 

^ / o o 

Palestine.’ 4'he document had been approved by Ernest Bevhn, 
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Britain’s Foreign Secretary, considered by many to be anti-Semitic, 

and a vocal opponent of Aliyah Bet. 

This exchange marked the increasing bitterness on both sides as 


Britain’s post-war Labour government became even more 
determined to halt Aliyah Bet’s clandestine attempts to bring out of 


Europe the dispossessed who wanted nothing more than to go to 
their spiritual homeland. To do so the Jews set up a secret fleet. Their 
crews were members of the Haganah s Palyam naval unit. 

A total of 64 ships sailed from ports in France, Italy, Yugoslavia, 
Greece, Bulgaria and Romania carrying almost 70,000 men, women 
and children. Some 15,000 went to Latin America, nearly 13,000 to 
the United States, 6,000 to Australia and a smaller number to South 
Africa. But the majority went to Palestine. In doing so, they created 
the grounds for Jewish statehood. What happened on Exodus was a 

turning point in illegal immigration. 

The Exodus crew and passengers were united by a moral certainty 
that what they were doing was something almost mystical: the right of 
return to Eretz Tisrael became the reason their fathers and elder 
brothers had fought Nazi oppression. For Paul Shulman, later the first 


commander of the Israeli navy, ‘They gave their time and their will, 
their strength and determination. They worked without pay, without 
fanfare, without reward or promise, and well understood the risks to 
their lives. They were men whose sense of justice transcended all else.’ 

In writing this book I was able to draw upon the recollections not 
only of Exodus passengers and crew but also of members of the 
Palestine Patrol of the Royal Na\ty, who sent a fleet ol destroyers led 
by cruiser HMS Ajax to overpow^er Exodus. The Na\ al Stall Histoiw 
records their action as ‘successfully using the minimum amount ol 
force under very' trying circumstances’. 


Understandably, tliose on board Exodus took a vei^ difl'erent \ ie\v 
in their accounts of the battle at sea that took place. Their \ ivid and 
priceless recollections have been complemented here by oflicial 
records and a wide range ol jrublishcd and prix'ate matei ial, including 
diaries and an unpublished manuscript, which ha\e enabled them 
to be placed in context. Describing their traumatic experiences was 
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clearly not easy for those on board, especially those whose first 
language was not English. But coming through their words is the 
clarity of truth. 


Over 60 years have passed since the exents described here and no 
one knows how many of Exodus's passengers are still alive. Indeed, 
two of the key players in the drama, the ship’s commander, \ ossi 
Harel, and its captain, Ike Ahronowitz, died during the writing of 
this book, fortunately, they had already been inter\'iewecl and their 
memories form part of its mosaic of \ oices. 

Many people ha\'e spoken about the v^oyage for the first time outside 


the circle of families and friends and they display here a sense of pride 
which lightens their recollections. Despite the brutality and 
degradation they endured during and after the Holocaust, they pro\ide 
remarkable demonstrations of how sunivors can hold on to their deep- 
rooted values. No one has expressed for them those x'alues better than 
the late Rabbi /Vlbert Friedlander. In 1987 I sat in his synagogue office 
in London — coineidentally on the 40th annK^rsaiy of the v oyage of 
Exodus - and the seholarly rabbi offered me this thought: ‘We are still 


maimed sufferers with injuries that will not heal. We have lost 
members of our families. We have lost the great community^ of Eastern 


Jevviy. W e hav e lost the most special warmth and gaietv' of Sephardic 
Jewiy along the Mediterranean. We have lost our scholars and our 
simple people. .Vll wiped out by the evil in the Nazi camps. We mourn 
the millions of children and we wonder what the world would have 


been like if their liv es had been permitted to flower.’ 

Operalwu Exodus evolved out of a meeting between the 
documeiUaiy film-maker Jill Samuels and my publisher, Jeremy 
Robson. I (hank them both, Jeremy for his extensive knowledge of 


the subject and Jill for the 
this book j)ossible. 


unique inten iews and research that made 


Gordon fhomas 
Bath, England 


Chapter 1 

The House of Secrets 


I n Nov^cnibcr 1946 3. stocky man with 3 high-domed rorehe3d, 
bushy eyebrows 3 nd piercing eyes 3 rrived in New York, his fourth 
visit since the end of the Second World W 3 r. He h3d first come to the 
city in 1915, then 3 slim youth with bushy bl3ck h3ir 3nd 3 knife sc3i 
on his 3 rm from 311 unprovoked 3tt3ck by 311 Ar3b while he \v 3 S 
W 3 lking 3 long the shore of the Se3 of G3lilee. E3ch time he h3d come 
to Americ 3 it W3S to visit, not to st3y: his spiritiml home W 3 S Pnlestine. 
His 3 mbition then h 3 d been, 3 S it W 3 S now, to help build 3 home for 
the Jewish people, one where they could hold their he3ds up high 
3 nd be proud, 3nd hopefully live in pe3ce 3 fter 3 II they h3d suffered. 
E 3 ch time he C 3 me to New York he sensed his hopes were coming 
th 3 t much ne 3 rer th 3 n they were when - in 3 rooming house with 3 
view of the St 3 tue of Liberty — he wrote to his wife, P3ul3. Out of 
sorrow 3nd p3in, the n3tion3l consciousness is tnking lorm; the 
thought of resurgence in Isr3el C3ptiv3tes 3 II he3its 3nd is biinging 

them closer.’ 

i\long with other immigrunts, he hud toiled in P3lestine Irom duwn 
to dusk in the fields, building ro3ds, turning 3rid, mnhiriu-inlested 
Hnd into collective cooperutive settlements. They would lorm the 

found3tion for 3 thriving, working n3tion. 

Born in the sm 3 ll industri3l town of Plonsk, northwest ol \\ 31 S 3 \\, 
3 nd n 3 med D 3 vid Gruen by his l 3 ther, 3 kivvyer, this young 111311 had 
been 19 years old when he arrived in Jerusalem. Since his childhood, 
he had been committed to his father’s Zionism. But as he later said. 
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‘It was not enough to listen to my father. I wanted to live Zionism, 
not just talk about it.’ 

He had also set up a newspaper in Palestine to revive the Hebrew 
language as the prime tongue for his fellow immigrants. Only then 
would the Jews scattered across the world have a home they could 
call their own, he had written in his first editorial and proudly signed 
it, ‘David Gruen - Editor’. As he was about to take it to the print 
shop, he looked at the document and, reaching for a pen, crossed 
out his name. He felt it would be more appropriate to use a Hebrew 
one. He was 24 years old when he made the decision to be known as 
David Ben-Gurion, naming himself - appropriately — after one of 
the leaders of the Jewish revolt against the Romans. 

Now, on his latest visit to New York as chairman of the Jewish 
Agency, he was the most powerful Jew in Palestine. Soon he would 
be its first prime minister. People would wait in line to pledge him 
their support for the Agency, for Israel. He would accept their money 
gratefully, with a quick nod of thanks. It was his way. 

Hostesses would compete to hold dinner parties in his honour and 
guests listened in awe to his endless fund of stories. He was a man 
who spoke knowledgeably about two world wars, the sun of imperial 
Britain beginning to set, the people of x\sia starting to awake to 
independence and how America had assumed world leadership. He 
had anecdotes to illustrate the vicissitudes and upheavals around 
the globe. But always he came back to one theme: how within less 
than half a century there had descended upon the Jewish people a 
storm ol' savage blows more fearsome than anv thev had endured 
since the Roman legions laid waste to their land and, in ad 70, 
destroyed the sacred Temple they had built on Jerusalem’s Mount 
Moriah. 


On that November Sunday morning, Ben-Gurion had come to a 
duj)lex overlooking New York’s Central Park to use his oratory to 
persuade the men gathered around the table to dig deep into their 
pockets, even deeper than some of them had done before on similar 
occasions. But lor the moment he continued to stare out of the suite's 
dining-room window high above the park. 
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Fresh snow had fallen ov^erniojlu and cliildren were throwing 
snowballs at each other. Behind him in the room, Ben-Cjuiion sensed 
the men around the breakfast table were waiting for him to speak. 
They all knew why he was theixg he always wore his dark blue 
bespoke suit when lund-raising. As usual, he would givT them a 
Itomily to lead into what he wanted. He had already whetted their 
appetites while they ate breakfast — something he nevei did on these 
occasions except for taking a cu]) of coffee — by telling them of his \ isit 

to the Displaced Persons camj)s in Europe. 

Still staring down at the playing children, finally he began to speak: 


‘Three hundred years ago, the Mayflower left Plymouth, England, to 
bring the pilgiims to the New World. How many Englishmen and 
Americans know the precise date and the food they ate on the day 


of departure?’ 

He turned and looked at each of the silent men. Some he had met 
before: Rudolf G. Sonneborn, leader of New \ ork’s Jewish 
community, who had regularly hosted lund-raising breakfasts and 
dinners for Jewish causes in his well-appointed apartment. 

Next to him sat Dewey Stone, a Boston philanthropist. He was 
a regular guest at the table, not only for his significant financial 
contributions, but for the contacts he brought, three of whom were 
seated around him. Others included a senior Wall Street broker 
and Morris Ginsberg, a shipping magnate. Some were strangers to 
Ben-Gurion, but he knew each was a powerful and wealthy man. 
Sonneborn never invited anyone else to partake of lox and bagels 
on such occasions. For the newcomers, Ben-Gurion had an extia- 

warm smile. 


‘We are here today because our people are still not free, d hey can 
j'jgYgj' be free until we bring them home to then land. I ha\t been 
looking out of the window at children j)laying in the snow. A month 
ago I was in Euroi)e, talking to Jewish survix ors who had seen 
children shot in Auschwitz for doing that. Or had been forced to 
march through the snow until they dreipped dead from stare ation. It 
is to make sure that will ne^ver ha])])e'n again that you aie' he'ie\ It is 
as simple as that. XIoney to hedp our /Vliyah IR't find the beiats to 
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bring home children like those I watched in the park. Children like 
you have. To bring their parents home. And their grandparents. 
Their cousins. To bring every Jew home to our homeland.’ 

Even before he had reached his seat at the table, there was 
thunderous applause. Within minutes five million dollars had been 
pledged. 


Two men had arrived in New York with Ben-Gurion, both travelling 
on British passports. Ya’akov Dori, chief of stafi'of the Haganah, and 
Theodore (1 eddy) Kollek, Ben-Gurion’s executive secretaiw. They 
would advise on how the donations should be distributed by Rudolf 
Sonneborn. 

For the past year Sonneborn had controlled a fund-raising 
operation across the Jewish community in America, running it with 
the same quiet efficiency he did his chemical factories. In New York, 
Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, Washington, DC and on the West 
Coast, Jews had met to raise funds. 

Leo Macey Bernstein, an energetic 31-year-old who ran a 
successful real estate business in W ashington, DC, was a fund-raiser 
for the Unitedjewish Appeal and was used to ‘not being told how the 
money would be spent. Maybe it was to buy a ship to bring 
Holocaust survivors out of Europe. Perhaps guns to defend our 
people against Arabs in Palestine. \\ e were never told, just asked to 
give. And we did. Anything from a dollar to a thousand bucks. .-Ml we 
knew it was urgently needed.’ 

On 13 November 1945, a year before Ben-Gurion had addressed 
the fund-raising breakfast, Britain’s Foreign Secretaiw, Ernest Bevin 
had bluntly rejected President 45'uman’s demand that Britain should 
immediately admit 100,000 Holocaust sun ivors to Palestine. Bev in 
had said only 1,500 a month could enter. 

Now Ya’akov Dori had come to America with Ben-Gurion to buv 
ships to challenge Bevin’s decision. Beside him at that breakfast table 
was Morris Ginsberg, president of the American Steamship 
Cor|)oration in New York, d’urning to Dori, he said he would 
prov ide two Ckinadian con ettes and hav e them converted into caro'o 
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vessels in the city s Hrevv^ster Dry Dock <iik1 ret^isteiecl under the 
Panamanian flag. 

Ben-Gurion asked how long before that could happen. Morris 
Ginsberg made a quick mental calculation, then replied, ‘Six months, 
David, maybe a little sooner.’ 

Ben-Gurion grunted. ‘That’s too long, we need ships now. Big 
ships. Fast ships that can outrun the British Navy.’ 

Ginsberg promised to check what was av^ailablc. 

Late one alternoon in December 1946 force of habit made a number 
of men each walk a distance apart down Hayarkon Street on Pel 
Aviv’s seafront. One was a lecturer at the Hebrew University, set in 
a pine gi'ove on the heights of Mount Scopus in Jerusalem. Another 
was a soft-spoken tailor who had escaped from Germany the year 
Hitler came to power. A third was a pale, scholarly faced lawyer. 
The fourth man coming down the street was a bank teller. The fifth 
w'orked in the Water Supply Bureau. The last was a trade union 
leader. Nobody who worked with them knew what they did after 
leaving their workplaces. Even their families did not know why they 
came or what they did in the pink-painted house they entered, 
number 45, halfway down the street. They were in fact members of 
the Haganah High Command. 

After days of rain which had whipped spray off the NIediterranean 
with stinging force, the weather had cleared and the Mandate police 
patrols were back on the streets. Britain s High Commissionei, Sir 
Alan Cunningham, had ordered the patrols to be reinforced. 4 he 
decision was seen by the Jewish population as a further sign the 
administration was becoming increasingly pro-Arab at the political 
level. From the Negev Desert to the border with Lel)anon, Arabs 
were being urged by the Mufti of Jerusalem to mobilise and diivc 

out the Jews. 

The Haganah’s own spies had learned that wea|)ons hidden 
during the years of war in Europe were being brought out from 
behind false jDanels and from under floorboards in the Arab Qiiaitei 
of Jerusalem, or removed from crates of cheap souvenirs w aiting to 
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be sold to the first post-war tourists the Mufti had promised would 
return once the Jews were expelled. But it was not only the threat 
posed by the Arabs which troubled the men walking down Hayarkon 
Street. What increasingly concerned them was the anti-Jewish 
attitude of Britain’s Labour government and the Mandate. Only 
recently, when Rabbi Mordechai Weingarten, Jerusalem’s most 
respected religious leader, had protested about the number of armed 
Arabs moving through the Jewish Qriarter in the Old City, his 
protest had been dismissed by the Mandate police chief 

While a ban remained on the import of arms into Palestine, 
Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin had authorised yet another weapons 
contract with Iraq. A secret codicil added, ‘The use of the arms is to 
discharge Iraq’s responsibility to the Arab League.’ 

What concerned the Haganah most of all was the Royal Navy’s 
rigorous patrolling of Palestine’s coastal waters. Not only were illegal 
immigrant ships being intercepted, but at the same time the Mandate 
virtually ignored the hundreds of Arab guerrillas coming from Syria, 
Jordan and Egypt. 

When Ben-Gurion had raised the matter, the Mandate spokesman 
blandly denied that there was any infiltration. But copies of intelligence 
reports leaked to the Haganah show that the Mandate not only knew 
the dates and times guerrillas were entering the country, but opted to 
do nothing, as each report was marked, ‘No action needed’. 

ITe documents had been copied from the office of Brigadier C.K. 
Clayton, Britain’s senior intelligence officer in Palestine, by his 
secretary', a middle-aged English woman who had been seduced by 
a handsome officer in the Haganah. The latest report revealed the 
Royal Navy’s Palestine Patrol would, in January 1947, begin to 
extend its range to incoiporate Cyprus. In a concluding paragraph 
Clavton wrote: 


It is my considered o|)inion, formed from my monitoring of 
recent Arab meetings in Damascus and Cairo, that we must 
deal with the illegal immigration as firmly as possible if a war 
is to be avoided. If'hostilities do break out then the blame must 
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rest with the Jews. I hey remain not open to reason as is 
evidenced by the number of illegals they have managed to 
bring ashore. Many have turned out to be of military age (16- 
35) and have been trained in their DP camps. 1 am treating it 
as a priority to discover what arms Jews have brought into the 
country. It may also only be a matter of time before the Jews 
make use of larger ships than at present. 

Outside the house on Hayarkon Street a young man greeted each 
arrival with a formal ^sho.lonx' and the code names he knew them by — 
Ammon, i\mos, Ai'i, Efraim, Jacob, Reuben, Rudy, Svd. All were bound 
by the oath of secrecy they had sworn on their first day in the Haganah, 
just as all recruits to the clandestine army were. Then, after being taught 
how to cany messages or track the movements of important i\rabs and 
Mandate officers, recruits would be taken for training in the remote 
wadis of the Negev Desert, where the sand muffled the crack of a rifle. 
In the cool of the evening they used potatoes and oranges to practise 
grenade throwing. So limited was ammunition that a defining moment 
for each recruit came when an instructor handed him a single live round 
of fire. It marked his full induction into the Haganah. 

The High Command had been summoned to their headquarters 
in Hayarkon Street after an envelope had arrived at the house from 
Ben-Gurion in New York. It contained copies of advertisements 
placed by the Maritime Commission in Washington, DC, offering 
ships for sale. Each boat had its price tag. Like a croupier dealing 
cards, the senior Haganah man around the table, Reuben, dealt out 
the adverts. The others studied each one, shrugged or shook their 
heads. Finally Reuben handed over the last advertisement. It was a 
photo President Waifield, a Chesapeake steamer, with a price tag of 
$50,000. The ship was described as ‘salvageable but requires some 
work to become seaworthy’. 

When Efraim asked where anyone would find that kind of 
money, Reuben replied that this was why Ben-Gurion had gone to 

New York. 
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Days after Ben-Gurion’s fund-raiser breakfast, Ze’ev Shind arrived 
in New York on the overnight train from Montreal. He carried a 
perfectly forged Canadian passport to match the address he had 
given as his home in the city. 

In 1938 he had been one of three Polish Jews living in the cramped 
top Hoor of an apartment near the Eiffel Tower in Paris, organising 
throughout Europe illegal immigration to Palestine. When France 
fell, Shind was sent to the Mediterranean to continue to hnd ships to 
sail to Palestine’s beaches. Since then he had travelled to South 
America, North Africa, Turkev and the United States — anwvhere he 
heard there was a boat for sale. 

His orders had continued to come from Room 17 in the 
Histadrut Executwe Building, the headquarters ofthejewish Trade 
Union, on Tel Avw’s Allenby Street. No one paid any attention to 
the young men who took turns to stare out of the room’s window; 
they were the Haganah lookouts ready to signal the approach of a 
British patrol. 

Then desks would immediately be cleared of paperwork and the 
short-wave radio transmitter hidden in a cupboard. To any 
unwelcome visitor, the dozen men and women in the room would 
appear to be industrious clerks dealing with union affairs. 

Room 1 7 was the centre of the illegal immigration network, code- 
named Apparat. In charge was a dynamic young Haganah officer, 
Eliyahu Golomb. Upon his narrow shoulders rested the responsibilitv' 
of ultimately ensuringjews in the Reich could immigrate to Palestine. 
Pinned on the wall behind his desk was a sheet of paper on which was 
written in Hebrew: 'The key to immigration is our people, not the 
land, not the lif eless crust of earth, but the dynamism and creation of 
farmers and factorv hands.’ 

j 

Ehat excer])t from a Ben-Gurion speech had driven Golomb to 
work long days and even longer nights, catnapping on the floor in the 
early hours, grabbing a sandwich when he could. From the cramped 
room, its air full of cigarette smoke and the aroma of strong coffee, 
he sent orders to Ze’ev Shind and other Aliyah Bet operatives 
scaU(‘red around the Mediterranean ports to And boats: “I need ships. 
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1 need them now. And I need sale landing sites to avoid the Mandate 

coastal ])atrols. I want ev^crything now!’ 

Golomb’s words would echo around Room 1 7 as darkness fell or 
a new sun rose. He reminded everyone they must not haggle over 
exorbitant prices for boats, just as they must be ready to ofler 
substantial bribes for passports and visas. 


Over the years Shind had bought documents Irom the diplomats of 
Mexico, Colombia, Honduras and Peru. Finally he had been 
handpicked for his latest mission. The tall, red-haired and 
bespectacled Aliyah Bet agent was to set up a company for one 
specific puipose*. to establish the true market value and seaworthiness 
of President Waifield. His Haganah code name was ‘Danny’, chosen 
because his hair gav'C him the look of an Irishman, along with his pale 
blue eyes which had the steely look of someone who liv ed by his wats. 

Using his Haganah contacts in the city, Shind had opened an 
office on the fifth floor of an old building on 24th Street in New York. 
It had one desk, two chairs and a filing cabinet. He had a signwriter 
stencil on the door ‘Weston Trading Company - Marine Surx eyors’. 
He had chosen the name from an obituary he saw in the Mew Pork 


Times. He rarely used the office telephone, preferring to use street 
pay phones: he wanted to be sure no one tapped his conversations. 

Danny discovered that three marine surveyors had inspected 
President Waifield. One represented the Patapsco Scrap Corporation, 


the second represented the Boston Metal Corporation and the thiid 
had been commissioned by the Potomac Shipwrecking Company, 
who had said President Waifield was worth no more than $6,500 as 
scrap. The lowest bid had been Patapsco’s at $ 1,500. Boston Metal’s 

sui'veyor had placed the ship’s worth at $5,000. 

The Maritime Commission, responsible for selling ofTall wartime 
ships with no further use, rejected the oilers. Shind had called the 
agency in Washington, DC, and asked what oflei would be 
acceptable. When told to make one, he said he would call back. 

Next day he took a train to Baltimore. Waiting foi him was 
Captain William Ash. The burly, beret-wearing sailor had been 
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reconimendecl by Morris Ginsberg as someone to guide Shind 
through the world of American ship-brokering. Ash, a Polish Jew 
who had emigrated from Russia in the 1920s, had a colourful 
background. He had been a deep-water seaman who rose to become 
a captain and enlisted in the US Maritime Serx ice during the war, 
before setting himself up as a marine surx eyor. Eventually he became 
the vice-])resident of the labour union for merchant seamen. 
Ginsberg had told Ben-Gurion that if he wanted someone to buy a 
ship or find a crew. Ash was the man. 

Ze’ev Shind would never forget Ash’s words after they shook 
hands at the Baltimore railway station: ‘He peered at me and said I 
looked like the man he’d been told to expect, “tall and skinny with a 
fireball for hair”. Then he was galloping along with his words: “I 
know roughly what you want. A ship to bring home Jews. But I want 
to impress upon you that if there’s anything illegal done, then you’ve 
got the wrong man.” I began to wonder how this was going to play 
out. Then he was ofi again: “I know how to legally procure ships and 
send them anwhere you want. W hat you do with a ship outside this 
country, I don’t care. I will do my end legally. Okay?” I nodded and 
he was off again. He ga\'e me a lecture on how to do this. I had to 
form a Panamanian company. Then we would go out and buy 
whatever shij) was on the market at a fair price. He suggested w e call 
our company Arias and Arias. I asked why. He stared at me. 
“Because it has a ring to it, okay?”’ 

The new company wotild operate out of Weston’s office. 
Letterheads and enx elopes were to be printed. Gaptain Ash would be 
listed as the company’s president. Ash asked one more time: ‘Okay?’ 


It had been snowing the day Shind and Captain Ash clambered on 
board President Warfield, one ol'a long line of derelicts anchored on the 
James RK er on the Bay of Baltimore, and spent the morning tramping 
through the boat. W ith the wind olf the Chesapeake wTistling in the 
rigging, they barely exchanged a word while Ash scribbled in a small 
notebook. Back on shore he had mven the hulk a final stare in the 
fading davHght. Shind recalled: ‘Finallv he asked me how nitich I 
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wanted to pay. I said as little as possible, though I recognised it would 
need a deal of fixing. “Sure will. How much money you got?” I said 
enough. He just stood in silence looking at his notebook, as he was 
deciding on a figure. “Okay, so make your phone call.”’ 

Shind telephoned the Marine Commission to be told that President 
Warfield had been sold as scrap to the Potomac Shipwrecking 
Company for $8,000. 

Next day, back in New York, he was summoned to the office of 
Dewey Stone’s attorney on Park Avenue. Ben-Gurion had already told 
Shind that Herman Goldman handled all of the Haganah’s legal 
business in the United States, especially the purchasing of ships that 
could be used to bring immigrants to Palestine. He had his own network 
of shipping agents who told him what was coming on the market. 

Goldman was a rotund man with silvery hair and a surprisingly 
strong handshake for someone Shind estimated to be in his seventies. 
He produced an envelope and handed it to Shind, explaining it 
contained a certified cheque for $50,000. Shind w^as to lodge it in an 
account with the Chemical Bank. The money was to be used to buy 
President Warfield, refurbish it for sea, and hire a captain and crew^ 

‘He was all business and said the less people knew why I was in 
New York the better for everyone. He gave me the name of a 
director at Potomac Shipwrecking I should contact to buy the ship. 
The guy would probably try and haggle a little. My top price would 
be ten thousand dollars. But nothing above that. After I had 
concluded the deal, Goldman said he would take over the legal side 
of things. There was a style about him; no wonder he moved in the 
same circles as Ben-Gurion.’ 

The entire deal, from depositing the cheque to the phone call to 
Potomac Shipwrecking, took under an hour. There had been no 
negotiation. Shind had simply offered his top price and W eston 
Trading became the owner of President Warfield. 

It was second nature for Shind to now begin his own checks into 
the background of his purchase. It was his way of anticipating any 
surprises. But even he was unprepared for the histor\^ of the ship. 
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Like a thief in the night waiting for the moon to sink and leave the 
sky black and without stars, another nightmare tore apart Miriam 
Bergman’s sleep. In her 80th year, every moment still remained so 
vivid, so heartbreaking, so shocking, so momentous, from those 
unforgettable days of fear that were to climax at sea in July 1947. 

Miriam’s fifth birthday, 25 February 1932, was the day Adolf 
Hitler became a German citizen, enabling him to take his seat in the 
Brunswick State Parliament and give his fledgling National Socialist 
Party a political voice. Miriam now knew that had been the starting 
point for her nightmare. 

Miriam’s father, Leon, was a tailor in the Grunewald suburb of 
Berlin. Jews had lived there from around 1880 after fleeing 
the pogroms of Russia and Poland. Among their neighbours the 
Bergmans were regarded as a middle-class family. Close to their 
home were the mikveh where, along with their neighbours, they took 
their weekly ritual bath; a bakery which supplied unleavened bread 
for Passover; the chedei\ which Leon helped to fund and where, v\3ien 
the time came, she would go for religious instruction. 

Every' Friday morning since she was old enough to walk, Miriam 
had accompanied Else, her mother, carry ing some cholent — a dish of 
goose breast, beans and potatoes, that would be placed in one of the 
baker’s ovens to cook. 

The bakery was a centre for neighbourhood discussion: who was 
pregnant, whose husband had pulled off a deal, which of the Gentile 
farmers was selling the fattest chickens. The world beyond the close- 
knit Jewish community hardly e\'er intruded, but that morning the 
bakeiy was filled w'ith voices, uneasy and angiy v oices reading the news¬ 
paper the baker had produced. It reported a tirade by Hitler in the 
Brunswick State Parliament against thejews. 

Fhe air filled with the aroma of fresh bread and raised voices. Her 
hand gTij)])ing her mother’s, her eyes going from one agitated woman 
to another, it was Miriam’s first conscious encounter with anti- 
Semitism. 

Freddie Kronenberg’s terror included his time raising and 
lowering the barrier at Auschwitz under the arch bearing the words 
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Arbeit Machl Frei, work makes IVee. In every dr eam ther e was Dr Josef 
Mengele wailing on the r'ani]) for the j^risoner s to emerge from the 
cattle trucks, using his cigarette to decide their fate. A flick to the right 
with the butt in his gloved hand and a prisoner lived, at least for the 
moment; a flick to the left led immediately to the crxmaloria. In his 
nightmare Freddie saw his mother consigned to the gas chambers. 
But always at the last moment he was pulled aside by \Iengcle. The 
claw-like grasp on his ai'm, the cold eyes, weix as vivid now in 
Freddie’s old age as the first time. So was the way \Iengele had 
fingei'cd the ci'ucifix ar ound Fr eddie’s neck, nodding, coming to a 
decision. A guard had thr own black breeches and a cap at Freddie, 
together with a pair of boots, and escoi'ted him to the barrier. Freddie 

had become the gatekeeper to hell. 

Helena Levi was the same age as Freddie, born in April 1928. 
Her father, Hermann, had been a respected obstetrician in a 
Hamburg teaching hospital. In her nightmare a newly born baby 
always suddenly appeai’ed. She cradled him against her thin dress, 
wrapped in the shawl she had removed from the body of the 
woman who had begged Helena to take her child. The infant had 
died shortly after the stai't of the death march in the depths of a 
Pi'ussian winter. It was so cold, Helena’s urine had frozen to her 
legs. The SS guards used their whips to drive them on as, in the 
distance, the sound of advancing Russian guns could be heard. 
Helena cradled the baby, which she could not, would not give up, 
until an SS guard had torn the infant from her grasp and hurled 
it into the snow, shouting she would walk faster without her 
burden. Then, in her nightmare, thei'e was no longer snow but 
energy-sapping sun to drain Helena as she tried to protect anothei 
newborn baby while all around her the battle on board the ship 
Exodus raged. Suddenly the infant was no longer in her arms. Had 
it been snatched and thrown over the side? 'Fhe question always 
jerked her awake. Soaked in sweat, Helena would lie still, ti\ing to 
calm lierself, knowing the terrible dream would return again. It 

always did. 
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The outbreak of the First World War between Britain and Germany 
found Turkey an ally of Kaiser Wilhelm’s forces. The political wing 
of Zionism, which Theodor Herzl had founded, moved to London, 
where the leadership passed to the charismatic Dr Chaim 
W eizmann. 

Herzl was the son of a comfortable middle-class Viennese Jewish 
family, a newspaperman and a Jew with little concern for his race 
and religion until that day in January 1895 when he had been sent 
to Paris to report the trial of another Jew, Captain Alfred Dreyfus, 
found guilty of treason. Herzl had stood among a screaming crowd 
outside the court on the Champ de Mars. 

‘Kill the traitor! Kill the Jews!’ 

He had returned to Vienna a changed man, knowing it was not 
the blood of Drevfus that the mob had demanded; it was the blood 

j ^ 

of all Jews. A year later he published a book that was to become 
famous, Der Judenstaat^ in which he advocated the foundation of a 
Jewish state by international agreement. 'If you wish it,’ he wrote, ‘it 
is no dream.’ From then on he devoted his life and energies to the 
Zionist cause, convening the first Zionist Congress at Ba.sel in 1897. 

After Herzl’s death, Chaim Weizmann would eventuallv inherit 
his mantle. As he wrote to his future wife, Vera, 'I feel that a hea\y 
burden has fallen on mv shoulders.’ Born in Russia in 1874, 
Weizmann had alreadv started to make his academic mark as a 
research chemist at German and Swiss universities before taking 
up a post at Manchester University in 1904. He became a 
naturalised British citizen in 1910. Any lingering barrier to his 
religious background was swept away when the First World War 
started. By then Weizmann, now Professor of Chemistry at 
Manchester, had displayed his scientific skills by discovering a 
process to synthetically manufacture acetone for explosives. The 
W'ar Otfice was in urgent need of Weizmann’s discovery to supply 
shells for its armies in France. 

Within a vear W eizmann had become a figure of real influence, 
respected in the inner circles of the English Establishment. His 
contribution to the war effort opened more doors within gox ernment 
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and he used his connections to lead the discussions in London for 
Palestine to l^ecoine a Jewish homeland. On 31 (October 1917, he 
helped to draft a letter for Lord Rothschild head of the FLnglish 
branch of the powerful Jewish banking family - to send to Arthur 
James Balfour, the Foreign Secretary. l\vo days later a reply came 
from Balfour. For VVeizrnann, as for every’Jew, the rej^ly seemed to 
contain a momentous promise: 


His Majesty’s government \’iew with favour the establishment 
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will 
use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 
object, it being clearly understood that nothing will be done 
which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing 
non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political 
status enjoyed by Jews in any other country. I should be 
grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of 
the Zionist Federation. 


For the Jews, the ratification in 1920 of what became known as the 
Balfour Declaration and the appointment of Britain to administer 
Palestine began promisingly. The first High Commissioner would be 
Herbert Samuel, who was 50 years old and the first Jew elected to 
Parliament. As Home Secretary, he had played a key role in the 
drafting of the Declaration. In Jerusalem, Jewish leaders formed a 
National Council to work with him. Then, in 1921, Winston 
Churchill, Britain’s Colonial Secretary, visited Palestine and 
reaffirmed his support for Zionism: AVhen I get back to London I 
have no doubt I shall be told that but for the Zionist Mox ement there 
would be no need to keep such a large British garrison, at so great an 
expense, in this countiy. The Jewish Community all oxer the world 
must provide me with the means of answering all adx erse criticism. 
I must be able to say that a great event is taking place here, a great 
event in the world’s history. It is taking place without injury or 
injustice to anyone. It is transforming waste |)laces into fertile; it is 
planting trees and developing agriculture in desert lands, d he 
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pioneers of this work are picked men, worthy in every way of the 
greatness of the ideal and the cause for which they are striving, and 
in that way you will give me the means to answer effectively those 
who wish to prevent this experiment.’ 

Forjewish leaders like David Ben-Gurion and Chaim W eizmann, 
Churchill’s words were the encouragement their people needed to 
believe that Herzl’s call for the dream to become realitv' was well on 
the way to being realised. 

However, the Arabs responded with armed attacks, rampaging 
through the narrow streets of Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter, marking 
all Christian shops and homes with a chalked cross, meaning they 
were not to be touched. Those belonging to Jews were to be attacked: 
Jewish shops and synagogues were set alight, Jewish women were 
raped, six Jews died and over 200 were injured. One pogrom lasted 
three terrifying days and nights. 

In the following six years, the steady flow of immigrants from 
Europe continued. New roads were built and more settlements 
established. Land that had once been swamps infested with malaria¬ 
bearing mosquitoes was drained and made fertile, after it had been 
bought from absentee Arab landlords glad to be rid of it. Tel A\'iv 
and Haifa doubled in size. But the .\rab onslaughts persisted. In Jaffa 
43 Jews were murdered and 143 seriously injured. Samuel’s 
administration did nothing. He had told the Mandate Commission 
that ‘the basic principle of my administration policy is to deal with 
the Arabs as if there has been no Balfour Declaration’. 

Samuel suspended Jewish immigration and distributed to the 
Arabs land which the Mandate controlled. Samuel departed from 
Palestine in 1925, leaving behind a bewildered and angry Jewish 
po|)ulation. 49ie Arab attacks continued. 


Chapter 2 

Stirrings 


O n 24 October 1927, the American shipping millionaire Solomon 
Davies Warfield died in his sleep. A few days before, he had made 
his last visit to the shipyard on the banks of the Christina River at 
Wilmington, Delaware, where riveters were laying down the hull of 


the ship which would bear his name. 

News of Warfield’s death reached Winston Churchill by letter at 
Blenheim Palace, the family home of generations of Dukes of 
Marlborough, his ancestors. Warfield’s death reminded Churchill of 
his forgotten promise to the shipowner to help resolve the ‘Jewish 
problem’. He promptly wrote a strongly worded article for the New 
York Zionist Record on his interpretation of the Balfour Declaration. 

At the British Embassy in Washington, DC, Ambassador Sir 
Ronald Lindsey drafted a furious telegram to the Foreign Office, 
couched in language far from normal in diplomatic circles: ‘The 
article makes my blood boil. It can only induce Jews in America, who 
might otherwise wish to take a moderate view, to refrain from doing 
so. They will expect the government to take a pure Zionist policy 
and then the chicken will come home to roost with Mr Winston 
Churchill.’ 


On Monday 29 February 1928, an icy-cold day, many of the 400 
mourners who had attended Solomon Warfield s luneral assembled 
in the Baltimore shipyard of Pusey and Jones to witness the 
completion of the first stages in the construction President Waijield. 
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I'hroLighout the long winter, welders and riveters had worked to 
create the hull on the slipway. It glistened under its coating of white 
paint as the sun suddenly burst through the overcast sky a few 
minutes before noon. Guests sipping scalding cofi'ee as they waited 
for the launch agreed the break in the clouds was a good omen. 

The elegant hull was a reminder of the golden years ol steam 
boating when life had been more leisurely and smacked ol the Old 
South of plantations and serv'ants. Though the main deck was yet 
without its decking and the elaborate superstructure had still to be 
fitted, there was little doubt in the shipyard crew’s seasoned eyes that 
the end result would be a superb vessel. 

At noon precisely, W arfield’s niece climbed on to the launch 
platform. She was handed a bottle and, this being the eighth year of 
Prohibition, a local newspaper reporter noted that the master of 
ceremonies told the onlookers it contained only spring water. 
However, as she hurled the bottle it exploded in a cascade of foam 
that bubbled like champagne against the prow to a rousing cheer. 


On New Year’s Day 1929, in the arid scrubland of up-country 
Sudan, a dark-haired, aquiline-faced man dressed in the khaki of the 
Sudan Defence Force sat in his pup tent. On the floor beside his 
truckle bed were the remains of a bottle of Scotch whisky, a 
Christmas gift from a friend in London. Subaltern Orde Charles 
Wingate had drunk it sparingly, with the same deliberation that went 
with everything he did. Beside him on the bed were an Arab- 
language dictionaiy and a Hebrew tutorial; he had borrowed both 
books from the librarv of the School of Oriental Studies in London, 
from where he had graduated before being posted to Sudan. 

He was 26 years old and responsible for administering an area 
larger than the Scottish Highlands. Under his command were 300 
Sudanese soldiers whom he led against the elephant poachers and 
hostile tribesmen who threatened villagers in the area. 

But W’inyate’s mind had begun to turn to a life bevond the arid 
land over which he was judge and jury, and where his only 
entertainment was playing the gramophone with the few scratched 
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records he liad brought with him. In a Iruuk l)enealli his bed vv('rc 
ncwspajx'r accounts of what was happening in Palestine, reports of 
Arab attacks and tlie desperate attempts of Jews to organise their 
defences. On his occasional visits to Khartoum, he had picked up 
copies of The Times that described what was happening. Slowly but 
surely Wingate, at first pro-Arab, had begun to change his mind. In 
his letters home, he began to espouse the Jewish cause, a decision 
that suited his combative nature, always ready to champion the 
underdog. He saw Jewish settlers as ‘People who have been treated 
like this through scores of generations and yet at the end of it all 
remain undefeated. I feel I belong to such people.’ 

If there was a moment it was then, in the parched atmosphere of 
his outpost, that Orde Wingate became a Zionist. He asked his 
sister to send him books about Zionism and the latest newspaper 
reports about the struggle of settlers. The more he read the more 
Wingate realised the present tactics of the Jews would not work. 


Thev must move out of their stockades to meet the Arab terror at 
its source. That would need better training and more weapons. 
Mobile units should be formed. An attack must penetrate the 
centres of Arab population. Special-operations teams had to be 
formed. The newspaper reports said that the Jews were heavily 
outnumbered. Well, thought Wingate, he had faced the same 
problem here in Sudan against rapacious tribesmen. But he had 
confronted and beaten them with his tactics. These could be 
applied to helping the Jews. 


Throughout the harsh winter months of 1928, workers swarmed o\ er 
President Waijield. Carpenters worked in the saloons, creating Kory- 
panelled walls for polishers to add the final gloss. Glaziers j)ositioned 
storm-proof glass to }:)ro\ ide a safe and uninterru])ted \’iew around 
the stern deck. The smoking room was panelled in mahogany. 'Hie 
dance floor of the social hall was off limits to all builders who did not 
remove their work boots. The gallery deck was enclosed with 
specially reinforced glass to protect tropical jdants in ceramic tubs. 
Fitters positioned the hand-car\’ed double staircase in the main 
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saloon so it rose through two decks. Electricians htted magnihcent 
chandeliers, while plumbers installed baths in the staterooms, each 
with a constant supply of hot water, a luxury never before offered by 
any Chesapeake ship. An art dealer had been sent to Solomon 
VV'arheld’s mansion to select oil paintings for hanging in the ship s 
public rooms. Engineers htted and tested the four-cylinder engine 
that was capable of producing a cruising speed of 18 knots. \\ orkmen 
hoisted the 30-foot-tall smoke stack, already painted with its black 
and red band. Masts fore and aft were erected and the white burgee 

house flag flew. 

Finally the pilothouse equipment was installed: the four-foot 
mahogany steering wheel, the brass binnacle to its right, the engine- 
room telegraph on the left. On the hurricane deck was a wooden 
platform on which the officer of the watch would pace in front of the 
11 sealed windows on the bridge. President \\ aijiel(F?> ov'erall length 
was 330 feet, with a draft of 15 feet 6 inches, and she was licensed to 
carry 400 passengers in comfort to rival transatlantic liners. The 
shipyard had delivered on time with no overrun. 

On 13 July 1929 President Waifieldh^g^n three days’ trial, entering 
Chesapeake Bay, flags flying at full dress, smoke streaming from her 
stack and water curling along her sleek hull. 

Among the crew were some who might well have followed the 
tradition of superstitious sailors by feeling uneasy that she had begun 
her trials on Friday the 13th. 


Baron Edmond James Rothschild, scion of the most powerful 
banking dynasty in Europe, stood at one ol the windows of his 
chateau deej) in the lush French countiyside. In a few days he would 
celebrate his 84th birthday. In appearance he looked and dressed as 
he had done lor 50 years. His hair had turned white in middle age 


and he kept it carefully trimmed so that it matched his full beard and 
bushy eyebrows. He always wore a bow tie Irom his collection, along 
with a silk shirt and morning dress. He spoke French and English in 
a cultured, mellifluous voice. It was his eyes people noticed; they had 
a steady gaze, which came Irom a liletime ol appraising paintings. 
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rare nianuscri])ts and furniture in salerooms throughout the world. 
Pride of place in the chateau went to the framed red shield that had 


once hung on the j^arlour wall ol the small house in the ghetto in 
Frankfurt’s judengasse, where Meyer Arnschcl Rothschild had 
founded the dynasty. It was a reminder for Fdmond of how, 
penniless and with often only the clothes they wore, other Jews had 
made their way across Europe, through the mountains and ravines 
of Albania, Romania, Turkey and Syria to Palestine, impoverished. 

Edmond Rothschild was in Damascus buying antiquities when he 
first heard about their plight. He provided each family with a 


monthly allowance until they were self-sufficient. Moshavim, 
collective settlements, sprang up all over Galilee and the hills of 


Judea, and as they expanded, so did the Zionist Movement. 
Rothschild contributed money and aid for the development of the 
settlements and became known as ‘the Father of the Yishuv’ 
(the Jewish community in Palestine). 

This was the reason that had brought Chaim Weizmann to see 


him. 

Rothschild had listened carefully as his guest expressed his fear 
that the Arabs would rise, forcing the Jews to defend themselves to 
avoid a bloodbath as bad as the pogroms from which they had 
escaped. He had interposed, ‘And the British?’ 

Weizmann had been blunt: ‘They will continue to do little.’ 

His host had responded, ‘We both know it is the birthright ofevers' 
Jew to come home. The next wave of immigrants will need to come 
by ship. It will be safer. Safer and quicker. But everything must be 
done to encourage Arab and Jew to live together and for the British 
to ensure they do. One thing is certain, I will continue to help.’ 


In his home in Rehovot, southeast of Tel Aviv, Chaim Weizmann 
listened as his impassioned dinner guest, David Ben-Curion, warned 
that the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, the spiritual leader of the 
Muslims, was bent on terror, with his firebrand s])eeches calling for 
Holy War against the Jews. During the Second \\ orld W ar the Mufti 
had sided with tlie Germans, eventually fleeing to Berlin. 
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Weizmann gently reminded his guest that the very heart of 
Zionism was a policy of rapprochement and mutual understanding 
towards the Palestinian Arabs. While the British Army and police 
had done little to deal with Arab attacks, for the Haganah to launch 
a massive counteroffensive would almost certainly bring the lull 
might of the Mandate down on them. 

Two weeks later, Ben-Gurion returned to W eizmann with one of 
the most prominent Jews in Haifa, David Hacohen, head of the 
country’s largest construction company. His contacts had made him 
a popular hgure among the stall of the Mandate. No one suspected 
that Hacohen, with his sleek hair, boisterous laugh and risque stories, 
was a high-value source of information for the Haganah. 

He had recently expanded his business into Sudan, building new 
barracks for the army and comfortable housing for senior officers. 
After the three men settled in their host’s book-lined study, Hacohen 
explained he had met a young British officer, Orde W ingate, in the 
Sudanese capital. 

‘He seems able to use no more than a platoon of his men to defeat 
three times that number of Arabs.’ 

What’s more, Hacohen told them, Wingate had become a Zionist 
and planned to come to Palestine. Weizmann had looked quizzically 
at Ben-Gurion, and Hacohen vividly remembered the lively 
discussion that followed, which ended with W eizmann saying he had 
one request. 

‘If he comes here 1 want to see him.’ 


On 30 January 1933, in Berlin, Miriam’s father, Leon Bergman, 
listened as another roar oVSiegheilP came o\'er the wireless broadcast 
from the stadium a few streets from the family home. From a window 
he had seen hundreds of swastika Hags Buttering over the huge 
amphitheatre where, since dawn, crowds had been converging, led 
by marshals in their brown shirts and armbands. The tramp of boots 
and raucous voices singing Party songs as they passed his house had 
continued for hours. 'Trains from all over Germanv had brought 
Parlv members to listen to Hitler. 
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Over tlie wireless came another cheer. Despite the Kacfielqfen^ tlie 
lar^e stove in the kitchen, Leon shivered again. 1 he new (chancellor 
had just promised that, now he was in power, he would deal with the 
Jews ‘the way they should he dealt with’. 


Jacob Kronenberg had followed his daily routine, leaving home in a 
suburb of Nuremberg and travelling to the city centre, where he 
worked as a clerk in an accounting firm. In his late thirties, he had 
been married for six years. His wife, Christabel, was unable to bear 
children and they had adopted the son of her cousin when she died. 
The boy was called Freddie and was a chubby, cheerful child. The 
Kronenbergs were not religious and Jacob liked to appear no 
different from his German neighbours: he sent them Christmas 
cards, displayed a Yuletide tree in the living room and took the family 
to the city’s traditional market to buy gifts for Freddie to mark the 
birth of Christ. Hebrew was hardly spoken at home, except when 

cousins came visiting from the countiy. 

Though his parents were Hungarian Jews who had settled in 
Bavaria in the last centuiy, Jacob believed he had become completely 
absorbed into the German way of life, even to the point where he 
wondered whether he should leave his Jewish employer and seek 
work with one of the city’s Catholic firms. Christabel had urged him 
to stay where he was, reminding him that his salaiy was good and 
work was hard to find. All Jacob had to do was continue to take care 
to say or do nothing which would include him in the diatribes against 
the Jews Hitler continued to deliver over the wireless and in the Parts' 


newspapers. 

As the tram came closer to the city centre, Jacob noticed there 
were storm troopers everywhere. Some were j^osting slogans calling 
for a boycott of Jewish businesses. For the first time, he felt uneasy. 
He folded his newspaper and placed it in his briefcase, cos ering the 
skullcap which his employer insisted he should wear at work. 
Walking towards his office,Jacob saw' that several sho])s in thejew ish 
quarter had their windows smashed and contents thrown into the 
streets. His unease grew. 
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W aiting outside the doorway of the building where he worked 
were several more troopers holding clubs. One beckoned Jacob 
forward. Another moved to block his retreat. A third grabbed his 
briefcase and tossed its contents on to the cobbles. The skullcap 
was held up for the others to see. A blow from a club smashed 
Jacob’s teeth. He collapsed on to the ground, only to be hauled to 
his feet. A trooper produced a knife and cut away the legs ofjacob’s 
trousers and pulled off his underpants to paint his genitals with a 
dye. Finally a placard was attached around his neck announcing: ‘I 
am a dirty Jew.’ 

With a final kick, Jacob was sent staggering into the building, 
where he found the office had been vandalised. Lying on the Hoor 
were his employer and other members of stall. Each had been 
severely beaten. Daubed on the walls were swastikas. Similar attacks 
were happening all over Germany. 

Jacob Kronenberg’s long and painful recoverv' had been helped 
by neighbours, many of whom were Catholics or Lutherans. He had 
telephoned one from the wreckage of his office and the man, seeing 
the state ofjacob’s injuries, had called another neighbour, a nurse. 
She had arrived with a first-aid kit. \\ hile she began to tend Jacob’s 
wounds and those of his colleagues, the man went out and returned 


with clothes for Jacob and drove him home. 

In the weeks that followed, a dentist who IK ed in the same street 


as the Kronenbergs made him a set of dentures. Meanwhile, the 
nurse had arranged for Jacob to see a neurologist, who assured him 
there had been no serious damage to his skull. When Jacob wanted 
to pay, the doctor shook his head and said, ANT are not all Nazis.’ 

I’hat evenine the nurse had brought crucifixes for each of the 


family and arranged for Freddie to be admitted to a Catholic school. 
Like the otlier children, he wore his cross with pride and learned for 
the first time to recite the words of the Lord’s Prayer. Other 
neighbours brought the Kronenbergs teacakes and toys for Freddie, 
to show the familv vvas still welcome in their midst. 

But elsewhere Jews were increasingly subjected to hostility. 
Sho|)keepers refused to serve them and they were rex iled when they 
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left their homes, 'rhousands were hurt, many seriously, some fatally. 
Anti-Semitism progressively became a cam])aign of hatred and by 
1935 the first of 35,000 German Jews had sold up their homes at well 
below market value. All they asked for was sufhcient money to leav^e 
Germany to go to the only place they felt they would be safei 

Palestine. 

Yet hundreds of thousands of other Jews chose to remain: doctors, 
teachers, scientists, businessmen — the backbone of any society. They 
believed that eventually Hitler would come to see their value in his 
plans to create a new Germany. 


Dr Hermann Levi, Helena’s father, proudly told her that, with her 
curly brown hair and pale skin, she looked like Shirley Temple, the 
child movie star. At the Catholic school where she was a pupil, 
she was one of two Jewish girls in her class. When there was religious 
instruction, they were both ordered to wait outside in the coiridor. 
But otherwise Helena’s life was little different from that of her 
classmates. In the summer she ran for the school’s junior athletic 
team and during the winter she skated on the city ice rink with some 
of her schoolfriends, while at weekends she went walking with her 
parents in the countryside. 


One day Helena’s friend did not show up at school. That night 
her father said her friend’s family had gone to Palestine. 

That was the evening metal grilles were placed over the windows 
of the synagogue where the Levis worshipped; the rabbi said it was 
a necessary precaution after other synagogues in the city had had 
their windows broken. He had asked his congregation to be xigilant, 
but to do nothing to antagonise the Nazis. Similar requests were 
being made by other rabbis around the country. 

At school Helena continued to stand every morning with her 
classmates and raise her arm in the Hitler salute before repeating the 
teacher’s words of thanks to the fiihrer for making (jcrmany once 
more strong. His framed portrait hung on the wall, as it did in every 
classroom in the school, just as in all other schools, hos])itals and 
public offices across the country. Hitler’s })hotogra]:)h was also on 
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every cover' of Helena’s class books, depicting him in lederhosen and 
SLir'r'OLinded by a group of smiling children in the Bavarian 
countryside. 

One morning her teacher abruptly or der'ccl Helena to the front of 
her class and announced that she could no longer be allowed to gi\ e 
thanks to Hitler and marched her to the door, shouting, ‘Get out, 
you dirty little Jew!’ 

About to begin a ward round. Dr Hermann Levi was summoned 
to the hospital administrator’s office and told his employment was 
being immediately terminated. Shocked, he asked why. 

‘Because you are ajew!’ 

In every German city, town and village, the same words wer'e 
being r'epeated. 

Juden sind hier uneiwmschl.^^\N% are not wanted here. 

Judenrein — ethnic cleansing ofjews - had started. They were no 
longer only branded as ‘undesirables’ to be imprisoned in 
concentration camps. They were enemies of the state, to be punished 
by death. 


In September 1936, Orde Wingate arrived in Palestine, promoted to 
captain and intelligence officer in the Mandate. Years of exposure to 
sand and swirling winds in Sudan had gh en him a permanent tan 
and his own special relationship with the world, marked by a 
detachment from the frix olities of life. He awoke an hour before 
dawn and brushed his body with a bundle of sticks instead of bathing. 
In e\'ery way he did not ht the conv entional prohle of a garrison 
officer: mess dinners and Saturday night dances were events he 
ignored; his uniforms were often impressed and his shoes sctified. 

The ev ening Orde Wingate settled into the Sav oy Hotel in Haifa, 
his first visitor was David Hacohen. Since their first meeting in 
Khartoum, they had remained regular correspondents and 
W ingate’s letters had shown increasing fluenev in Hebrew. From 
time to time Hacohen had sent him books and newspaper accounts 
in Hebrew of'the attacks on the settlers. Now, as he sat in Wingate's 
hotel room, Hacohen saw a burning passion about him: ‘No wasted 
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words, no Ibrnial politeness. His lirst words were, “d ell me what your 
Zionists arc doing.’” 

Wingate ])ulled oil'a shoe and sock, produced a pencil out of his 
pocket and began to use it to massage his loot in between taking 
notes. After a moment’s silence, he tore out a page and handed it to 
Hacohen, who, close to tears, read these words: 


1 count it as my privilege to help you light your battle. I o that 
purpose I want to devote my life. I believe that the very 
existence of mankind is justified when it is based on the moral 
foundation of the Bible. Whoever dares raise a hand against 
you or your enteq^rise here should be lought against. W hether 
it is jealousy, ignorance or perv^erted doctrine which has made 
your neighbours rise against you, or ‘politics’ which makes 
some of my country'men support them, I shall fight with you 
against any of these influences. But remember, this is your 
battle. My part, which I say I feel to be a prK ilege, is only to 
help you. Please will you open for me the hearts of the Jews in 
this country? 

Hacohen carefully folded the paper and placed it in his pocket. Then, 
impulsively, he gave Wingate a bear-like hug and kissed him on both 
cheeks, the tears flowing freely down his lace. 

Now, weeks later, Hacohen had done what W ingate had asked. 
He would introduce the intelligence officer to the most powerful jews 
in Palestine. 


The men gathered around the dining table in Chaim Weizmann s 
house were responsible for the defence ol the s C-1 ^ 

battles to save them from attack became more unequal; in the last six 
months a further 86 settlers had been killed. 

Seated opposite Weizmann was David Ben-Gurion. Around him 
were Itzhak Cohen, the head of the Haganah, and his area 
commanders, Levi Abrahami, Lliyahu Cohen and Lliyahu Ciolomb. 
On either side of Weizmann sat l)a\'id Hacohen and Orde \\ ingate. 
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Over dinner Wingate insisted on speaking Hebrew and bemused 

the others witli his fervour for Zionism. 

As dinner progressed, he told them that in the past month he had 
visited ev^ery Arab town and village in Palestine and had discovered 
how arms were being smuggled across the border from Jordan and 
Lebanon. He produced a map on which he had marked the 
smuggling routes. The others looked at each other, a new respect in 
their eyes. Wingate passed the paper to Itzhak Cohen, who studied 
it and then handed it around the table. When Cohen was about to 
hand the paper back, Wingate stopped him, saying, ‘Keep it. You 
will need to remember the coordinates if we are going to work 
together.’ 

For an hour he held his listeners in thrall. For Cohen, ‘There was 
a marked difference between him and all the other Englishmen I had 
met before. An honesty and a determination that spoke of the truth.’ 

Pausing only to sip water, Wingate looked at each man in turn, 
hunching his slightly rounded shoulders and fixing his penetrating 
gaze on each of his listeners. In his insistent, growling voice, he 
continued, ‘The Administration, to a man, is anti-Jew and pro-Arab. 
Unless you fully recognise what that means, then I am wasting my 
time. And that includes you. Dr Weizmann. Your present hopes are 
a waste of time.’ 


Ben-Gurion was no longer frowning. The others looked at each 
other in astonishment. No one had spoken to Chaim Weizmann in 
such a blunt manner. He nodded for Wingate to continue. 

When he spoke there was a deep certainty in his words: 'You must 
carry the hght to the Arabs. Do what they do. Strike in small 
numbers in the dead of night. You have to be unorthodox. You hav e 
to lay ambushes along the Arab supply lines. You must be ready to 
|:)enetrate the centres of the Arab populations. For all this you will 
need to be trained. A new force will have to be created.’ 

Once more he paused. In the silence men looked at each other. 
David Hacohen recalled it was David Ben-Gurion who broke the 
silence, asking who would train this new force. 

For the first time Ordc Wingate smiled. He would, of course. 
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The questions continued. How would he do that? W'hy would he 
l)e allowed to do so by his own commanders? How would he find 
the time? What would be the benefit to the Mandate? 


Wingate raised his hand: ‘1 have already discussed the matter with 
my superior and told him it is imperative that night patrols be 
organised to stop the arms smuggling. My superior has agreed that 
1 will be responsible for organising your patrols and training your 
men in the art of night attacks. Your own units will be reinforced by 
a stifTening of British officers and men. 1 will select them myself 
Itzhak Cohen spoke: d want to believe you. We all want to believe 


you, to be sure, but to select and train such a force will take time.’ 

Wingate told them about his training methods in Sudan, how raw 
Sudanese peasants had been transformed in a few weeks into a 
formidable fighting unit. He was confident that here, in Palestine, he 
would be dealing with men who already had a grasp of military 
tactics. Once he had shown them how to adapt to the special 
operations he had in mind, others could be selected fiom the 
settlements and trained. Each recruit would be chosen for his 
capacity to carry out dangerous missions and to keep them seciet — 

even from his own family. 


Chapter 3 

Mounting Opposition 


I n the autumn of 1937, Chaim Weizmann and Da\id Bcn-Gurion 
travelled to Paris with members of Aliyah Bet. Weizmann had been 
assured by Edmond Rothschild that bank accounts would be opened 
in Paris, Brussels, Vienna and Berlin to obtain foreign passports and 
visas for immigrants. For Weizmann the documents had become 
increasingly urgent: ‘Almost six million Jews are doomed to be pent 
up in places where they are not wanted and for whom the world is 
divided into places where they cannot live and places where they 
cannot freelv enter.’ 

The immigration policies of the United States made hope of going 
there beyond the reach of most Jews; increasingly isolationism and 
growing anti-Semitism stalked the nation. The historian William 
Manchester obser\ ed: ‘For the majority there were no foreign affairs 
at all. Hitler’s talk that Febensraum, living space, could only be 
acquired by military action was a word that many Americans could 
not easily pronounce.’ 

America slumbered on. 


On 8 July 1938, on a hot summer’s evening in Vaenna, the largest 
synagogue in the city’s Jewish quarter was packed to hear its rabbi 
report on his visit to the Conference of Refugees, which he had 
attended in Fvian, France, to discuss the possibility of accepting 
emigrants. Jewish leaders I'rom across Furo|)e had spoken of the 
fears ol their peoj)le. Finally, the heads of the foreign delegations 
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had stc])pcd u]) to the podium to announce their decision. 

The United States’ spokesman said liis countr>^ would admit no 
more than 23,370 jews from Cjcrmany and Austria in the coming 
year. Britain’s delegate repeated a familiar arj^ument that reluctantly 
we possess no territory suitable for the resettlement of large groups . 
Australia’s delegate declared, ‘As we have no real racial problems, 

we are not desirous of importing one.’ 

New Zealand concurred. Canada, Colombia, Uruguay and 


V’^enezuela agreed to accept only farmers. Nicaragua, Honduras, 
Costa Rica and Panama jointly announced they could not accept 


‘traders or intellectuals’. 

Peru’s spokesman devoted his minute on the podium to praising 
the United States for ‘its caution and wisdom in strictly limiting the 

number of Jews’. 

Only Denmark and Holland agreed to open their borders without 
qualification. 


A few days after the synagogue meeting a prematurely bald man with 
protruding eyes arrived in Vienna’s Jewish quarter. His name w as 
Moshe Bar-Gilad and he had come in response to a call for help from 
the city’s Jewish elders after the Evian conference. From all the 
ghettos of Europe, similar pleas came. Bar-Gilad had been assigned 

to handle the plight of Austrian Jew^s. 

At his first meeting with Vienna’s Jewish community, its leadeis 
made no secret they had expected someone more worldly, not this 
slow-speaking farmer who had rented a room in a cheap hotel and 
answered their questions about what he would do, what he could 
achieve, with the polite request to be patient. He had his own 
question: could someone recommend a tailor where he could bu\ a 

new suit, nothing too expensive? 

Three days later Bar-Gilad, dressed in a dark business suit, walked 
into Vienna’s Prinz-Eugen-Strasse. Until three months ago the 
imposing mansion halfway along the tree-lined a\ enue had been the 
home of Leopold Rothschild, another member ot the banking lamily. 
The Anschluss - Hitler’s takeox er of'the country had added over 
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nine million Austrians to the Reich, as well as incorporating \'ast 
industrial and material resources. 

Hanging over the mansion’s entrance was a huge swastika and 
fixed to the door was a polished brass plate bearing the words: 
‘Central Bureau for jew'ish Emigration’. When Bar-Gilad started to 
w^alk up the mansion’s steps, an SS guard barred his way. 

Bar-Gilad handed over a document. It was typed on the headed 
notepaper of the headquarters in Berlin of the Supreme Reich 
Agency that combined the SS and the Gestapo. It confirmed the 
bearer had a permit to travel around the Reich as the representative 
of the Union of Communal Settlements in Palestine for the sole 
puipo.se of arranging the departure from the Reich ofjews approx ed 
by the agency. The document bore the stamp of Reichsfuhrer of the 
SS Heinrich Himmler. 

The astonished sentiy politely motioned Bar-Gilad to follow him 
into the building. 

O 


His arrival at the centre of where the fate of hundreds of thousands 
ofjews continued to be decided had been planned with meticulous 
care by the three members of Aliyah Bet in Paris, Yehudi Ragin, 
Ze’ev Shind and Zvi Yeheli. Each had taken turns to brief him, and 
warned that if he w as not beliex ed he risked almost certain death. 
He had calmly said that he was readv to do what thev asked. 

Bar-Gilad traxelled to Berlin and walked into Gestapo 
headquarters, where he was throw n into a basement cell and brutally' 
interrogated. He had stoically stuck to his stoiy that he wanted to 
discuss a proposal of benefit to the Reich: allowing an unlimited 
number of jews to go to Palestine would not only seriously disrupt the 
Mandate, but also prox ide Germany xvith a powerful propaganda 
x’ictorv, one that Dr Goebbels xvould knoxv hoxv to maximise. 

Eor 24 hours Bar-Gilad had been closely' C}uestioned by a number of 
increasingly senior members of the Gestapo. Hoxv could he guarantee 
whal he promised? WTat xvould it all cost? If his felloxv Jexvs xvere 
alloxved to leaxe, hoxv xvould they get to Palestine? Supposing they 
remained in Eurojxy in Denmark and Holland, the txvo countries x\ hich 
had welcomed them at the Ex ian Conference? \\ here was the x alue to 
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Gennany in having hordes of Jews ]:)romoting lroul)le close to the Reich 
borders? The questions had l)een endlessly repeated. Rach time Bar- 
Gilad had answered in his slow, measured \T)icc: onlyjews willing to go 
to Palestine would be allowed to travel, finally, he was given his 
document bearing Himmler s stamp and told to go to Vienna to discuss 
his plans with the Central Bureau for Jewish Emi,gration. Moshe Bar- 
Gilad had cleared the first hurdle in his extraordinary^ mission. 

Standing in the entrance hall of the Rothschild mansion, its silk 
wallpaper hung with framed paintings the family had been ordered 
not to remov'^e when they were evicted, he waited to meet Adolf 

Eichmann, the bureau’s director. 

Eichmann’s office had once been Leopold Rothschild’s library' and 


contained hundreds of leather-bound books. A fuiled swastika on a 
stand w^as placed to one side of the desk behind which Eichmann sat 
in his immaculate SS uniform. At another desk sat a woman in SS 
uniform, a note taker. 

It took two weeks to complete the arrangements. Two million 
Reich marks were transferred from the Rothschild Bank in Paris to 


the Reich Central Bank in Berlin. The money was described as a 
‘facility fee’. Farms confiscated by the bureau would become training 
camps for Jews to learn agricultural skills. Bar-Gilad had been given 
a letter signed by Eichmann, and a senior SS officei accompanied 
him to the concentration camps to select those he wanted. Foi Bai- 
Gilacl, ‘It was the most difficult part of my mission, refusing all the 
other prisoners’ families and the elderly, w'ho deserxed to go. But 
the deal I had made with Eichmann did not allow' them to be 


included. To break his terms w'ould be the end of ev erything. 

Eichmann insisted that every Jew who went to the farms w ould 
have their spartan accommodation, food and farming equipment 
paid for by the Rothschild Fund, as well as covering the cost of the 
SS guards who would ‘protect’ the CRmps. Finally each exit \ isa 
would be a ‘special one’ and double the already hefty jn ice charged. 

Substantial further sums of money w ere transferred into the Reich 
Gentral Bank. Eichmann demanded a minimum of 4()() Jcws should 
be ready to sail to Palestine every week on ships that the Ahyah 
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Bet must provide. Shind led the search for boats around the 
Mediterranean ports. 

News of the training camps had reached the Jewish communities 
across the Reich and applications to go there poured into the Zionist 
office in Vdenna. Meanwhile, those selected by Bar-Gilad had to 
report to their local Gestapo headquarters three times a week to 
provide progress reports on their departure. 

In August 1938, Bar-Gilad was summoned to Eichmann’s office 
and told that the number of emigrants had to be increased to at least 
1,000 a week, otherwise twice that number ofjews would be sent to 
the concentration camps. 


Sacked from his hospital post. Dr Hermann Levi had found 
employment as an office cleaner, then as a gravedigger in a Ghristian 
cemetery. Both times he was dismissed because of his religion. 
Helena had found a job as a laundry' delh eiy girl. One day the door 
to a house on her round had been answered bv a former classmate. 
The girl shouted for her mother and said, ‘There’s a dirty Jew here.’ 
Helena lost her job. 

Shortly aftenvards, her mother had contracted pneumonia and Dr 
Levi had gone to his old hospital to ask if they would admit her. The 
administrator refused. A former colleague had given Dr Le\'i medicine 


to treat his wife at home, in the room thev now rented in the area of 
Hamburg designated by the city authorities for Jews. W hen Helena’s 
mother died, she was buried in the Jewish cemeteity near the 
synagogue where the family still worshipped. Dr Le\'i found another 
job, this time with the city’s refuse-collecting department. Once more 
he was sacked after one of his former patients had informed the 
authorities. A new law forbade any public body to employjews. 

All over the Grossdeutsche Reich, Greater Germany, Jews were 
lacing increasing discrimination, humiliation and often violence. As 
Helena later recalled: ‘A lew had no rights. The average German 
didn’t care: the more Jews they could drive out, the more of our assets 
they could take from us. Long ago our home had been sold and we 
were now living oO anything we could sell.’ 
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For weeks she and lier father had searclied lor work, knocking on 
doors of houses in the wealthiest area ol'the city only to be turned 
away with a familiar refrain: ‘We don’t employ dirty Jews.’ 

One Sunday in the autumn of 1938, when they cycled into the 
countryside, they came across an old farmer struggling to replace a 
wheel on his hay cart. After they helped push the cart into the 
farmyard, he invated them to tea and by the end of the afternoon 
they learned he was a childless widower. Now in his late seventies, it 
was all he could do to manage his small herd of'cows. He asked them 
no questions about themselves. Helena would remember how he 
finally stood up from his armchair by the fireplace and looked at 


them. 

‘He said he knew we were Jews but our religion did not concern 
him. A\\ he wanted to know was could we work hard. My father then 
told him our story. When he had finished, the old man shook his 
head. '\Mein Gott,'' he said.’ 

He offered to employ Helena as a housekeeper and her father as 
his herdsman. They could live in the loft above the cowshed and in 
return they would have their meals and a small wage. That night, 
their belongings piled on the cart and pulled by the farmer s horse. 
Dr Levi and Helena left Hamburg. 


On 9 November 1938, Kristallnacht exploded into Jacob 
Kronenberg’s life with a crash as the roof of the nearby synagogue 
where he and his family had once worshipped collapsed. Christabel, 
his wife and Freddie still wore their crosses, but Jacob felt such a 

display of faith was too ostentatious. 

He told them to remain indoors while he went to investigate. 
Firemen were hosing the adjoining buildings to protect them, but 
making no attempt to save the synagogue despite the pleas of the 
onlookers. Leather-coated Gestapo men armed with clubs weie 
herding members of the congregation on to trucks. 1 hose who 
protested were hit. An elderly rabbi emerged from the flames 
carrying a bundle of documents. ^\n SS ofhcei gitibbrd the 
documents and, when the old man protested, he was clulibcd 
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senseless. Jacob turned and ran, shocked by what he had seen, 
terrified of what it could mean for his family. 


In Vienna, Moshe Bar-Gilad had gone to bed early in his rented 
room. The past weeks had left him exhausted from dealing with 
Eichmann’s office and trav'elling across the Reich to organise the 
emigration. He was jerked from sleep by the sound of screams. From 
his window he saw a group of SS soldiers smashing the door of an 
apartment block. Minutes later they emerged into the street, 
dragging a man, a woman and a teenage girl. The soldiers were 
laughing as they pulled at the nightclothes of the women and began 
to sexually assault them. Finally all three were thrown on to a truck 
already half-filled with other Jews. In the distance the sky was 
reddening from another burning synagogue. 

Throughout the Reich, the horror continued. 

In all, more than 7,000Jewish shops were plundered and then set 
on fire, and 267 synagogues were ransacked. Jewish graveyards were 
desecrated, including the one where Helena’s mother was buried. 
Some 30,000 Jews were rounded up in Germany and 20,000 in 
Austria to be sent to concentration camps. 

By dawn on 10 Nox ember, 171 Jewish apartment houses were still 
smouldering in Hamburg, Munich and Berlin after orders from the 
Gestapo to let them burn to the ground. At noon an order signed by 
Heinrich Muller, Gestapo Chief, Berlin Headquarters, announced 
that all those who looted Jewish shops were not to be prosecuted and 
were entitled to keep their spoils. During the night 36 Jews had been 
killed and 38 wounded for ‘resisting arrest’ across the Reich. 

On 12 November, Reichsmarshall Hermann Goering announced 


that the Jewish po])ulation would have to pay a collective billion 
Reich marks lor ‘the damage done by the riots they are responsible 
for’. 

In Room 17 in l el Aviv fdiyahu Golomb sent an urgent coded 


message in Hebrew by radio to Aliyah Bet’s Paris office that Bar- 
Gilad was to organise the immediate transport of all those in the 
Austrian training canij^s to the nearest port: ‘Ex en if the boats are 
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intercepted by British patrols once tliey reach Palestine waters and 
are brought into Haifa, they will only be held in detention camps far 
better than the Nazi concentration camps. Hitler intends to 
exterminate our race.’ 


On a spring day in 1939, Ohaim Weizmann walked down Whitehall 
and turned into Downing Street, the narrow road he had come to 
call his Via Dolorosa, the street in Jerusalem along which Christ had 
finally made his way to his execution on Golgotha. Weizmann said 
he felt much the same sense of inevitability as he entered No. 10 to 
make one final plea to Prime Minister Chamberlain to help the Jews. 

Weizmann intended to hand him a document that had been sent 
to him from the mayor of Leipzig, Carl Goerdeler, containing a 
detailed expose of conditions of Jews in the concentration camps. 

When Weizmann was shown into the Cabinet Room, 
Chamberlain was waiting with the head of the Ci\dl Ser\ ice, Sii 
Warren Fisher, who motioned him to sit opposite them at the long 
table. According to Weizmann, after he handed over Goerdeler’s 
document to Fisher, ‘The Prime Minister sat before me like a marble 
statue; his expressionless eyes were fixed on me and he never said a 


word.’ 

Five minutes after W^eizmann had entered, Fisher rose and 


escorted him out of the room; Chamberlain had still not said a word. 
At the door of No. 10, Fisher shook hands with Weizmann and 


handed back Goerdeler’s document, explaining that there was no 
chance of the Prime Minister ever reading it. 


For Chaim Weizmann the shadow over the fate of the Jews in 
Europe was growing darker by the day. 


While the number ofjewish emigrants had increased to some 34,000 
a year, there were many thousands more still in Germany whose 
freedom NIoshe Bar-Gilad could now buy, not onl\ thiough 
Eichmann’s bureau, but through the Gestapo Visa Otlice in Berlin. 

The newly formed department was run by Angelo Metossiani, an 
Italian-born former jDoliceman who was hax'ing an atlair with a 
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Berlin Jewess. He told Bar-Gilad, ‘In a “Greater Germany”, my 
conscience is also afiected by the anti-Jewish policy of our leader.’ 

Over dinner in a Berlin restaurant, Metossiani introduced a 
member of his staff, Stefan Karthaus, an Austrian, who said, ‘If it is 
a matter of j^roviding your Jews with visas we will gladly so do.’ 

It was an astonishing offer, not least because they asked for no 


money. 

Since early morning on a fine June day in 1939, Bar-Gilad had 
stood on a platform at the Nordbahnhof, Vienna’s railway station, 
watching tearful Jewish children whose families were trying to 
reassure them through their own tears. 

o 

David Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann had successfully used 
their political skills to bring out children from Nazi Germany. It was 
the birth of what became known as the hindertransport. 

In London, Churchill had led the public campaign to help bring 
this about and his call had echoed in \\ ashington, DC and European 
capitals. In Berlin, Foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop found 
himself daily lobbied by foreign diplomats. The turning point came 
when Magda Goebbels, the wife of propaganda minister Joseph 
Goebbels and mother of their six children, convinced her husband to 
persuade the Ftihrer that letting the children go would show the 
‘caring side’ of the Reich. Hitler finally agreed and 10,000 children 
would be allowed to travel to Britain. 

On that June morning, the older boys wore their best suits and the 
younger ones were in shorts and sweaters; the girls wore dresses and 
knee-high socks and many held their favourite doll. Each child 
carried a small suitcase or a travel bag containing all the clothes and 
toiletries they were allowed to take, together with 20 Reich marks. 
Pinned to their clothes was one of the visas which had been signed 


by Karthaus and stamped over Metossiani’s signature. Each 
document bore a bold red ‘J’. 

Bar-(jilad had collected the permits from Gestapo headquarters 
on Berlinerslrasse. Back in Vienna he had begun the difficult task of 

o 

selecting the names of the children who would board the train 
wailing in the station. Goebbels had sent a film crew to record its 

Cl 
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departure and canieranien moved among the milling crowd, 
handing out candy bars to the children and urging the families to 
smile. As the platform clock drew closer to the departure hour, the 
children clung to their parents and the sound ol the engine building 
up steam created further tension. 

To Monika Levenson’s embarrassment, ‘My mother insisted on 
checking my new suitcase to make sure she had packed all my best 
clothes, because she had read that people in England liked foreigners 
to look tidy.’ 

Another mother held her daughter in her arms until an SS trooper 
standing guard at a carriage door grabbed the child and dumped her 
on board. The little girl burst into tears and an older one led her to 
a compartment. The mother screamed she wanted to say goodbye. 
The trooper pushed her back into the crowd. 

Johann Goldman, 15 years old, would remember his moment of 
separation: ‘My father kissed me, tears in his eyes, and kept saying 
how proud he was to have a son like me, and my mother clung to me 
and repeated she would love me more for every day until we met 
again. Then my elder brother, Henri, who was 24 and did not qualify 
to go, put his arms around me and said it was not too late for me to 
change my mind. One of the troopers separated us and shox'cd me 
on the train. Above the calls o{Einsteigen, all aboard”, I heard my 

father shouting he would see me soon.’ 

Johann would never see his parents and brother again. It was years 
before he learned they had died in Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

As the train pulled out of the station, Monika Le\ enson saw her 
mother trying to press her face against the compartment window, 
tears streaming from her eyes and mouthing, ^kh liebe Dich,^ ox er and 
over. Monika was another child who would never see her mother 

again. 

Most of the children were going to foster parents in Britain in 
Jewish homes, others went to children’s homes and nonjewish 
families. But for those waiting on the Eurojx'an side of the Channel 
for a ship to take them to America, it was olten more dilhcult. Long- 
settled Jewish families in Holland and ITance were fearful of what 
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could happen to them as they saw the spread Judenrein, ethnic 
cleansing. They became increasingly concerned for their own futures 
and they did not find it easy to absorb children from the Kinder transport 

into their families. 

Johann Goldman had a visa allowing him to enter the United 
States. Ever since he had seen photographs of the Empire State 
Building, he had dreamed of little else except going to New York. A 
few months earlier a distant relative of his mother had agreed to take 
him. She lived in a suburb of Brooklyn called Brownsv ille. He had 
found nothing in his school atlas about Brownsville, but Brooklyn 
was a name that conjured up for the romantic-minded boy images he 
had seen only on the cinema screen: its famous bridge, the Dodgers’ 
stadium, the huge billboards lining the streets, the latest cars, the 
palace-like movie theatres. .411 this had made the separation from his 
family a little easier to bear, along with his father’s parting words on 
the platform that they would all meet in ‘beautiful Brooklyn’. For 
Johann it was a reunion he eagerly anticipated. 


Chapter 4 

War on All Fronts 


N at Nadler prepared for another day as an electrician in 
Brownsville. He had graduated from Brooklyn’s High School as 
a fully fledged electrician, the first in his family to achieve any kind 
of certificate since his parents had emigrated in 1923 from Germany, 
driven to do so by the increasing political and financial instability' of 
the country. Many of the immigrants who had held good positions in 
Europe — teachers, lawyers, nurses and doctors — found work hard to 
get once they passed the scrutiny of New York’s immigration officers. 
Their lack of English drove them to take jobs as draymen, hod 
carriers and laundrywomen. 

Nat’s father spoke four languages, but he could find employment 
only as a waiter for a dollar a week and whatever leftovers the cook 
let the staff take home, which otherwise would be thrown into the 

bins that other migrants scavenged through. 

NIany migrants learned their English from the comics which 
chronicled the adventures of Dick Tracy and Secret Agent X-9, and 
spent a dime to go to the Saturday morning movies to see an 
appealing young actor, James Cagney, pay homage to the FBL 
Brownsx'ille children, like kids across /Vmerica, collected Qiiaker Oats 


box tops for G-Men badges. 

Nat had one of the badges stuck inside his toolbox, as many young 
tradesmen did. He had become a sought-after electrician, not only 
for his skills and speed in wiring a fuse box, but because he did it for 
as little as he needed to charge. He had seen what the Depression 
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had done to his parents and neighbours. W'edding rings would be 
sold, furniture pawned, life insurances cashed in. Increasingly a 
husband would sell vegetables on the pavement outside his home; a 
wife would offer a wash, set and manicure in her kitchen for a few 
cents. Newspapers were full of reports of unemployed textile workers 
setting up looms in their living rooms. A doctor placed an advert in 
a local newspaper saying that ‘any woman expecting a stork to visit 
your home must have cash ready to pay before delivery ’. 

Nat’s family slowly became aware of the fate of their loved ones 
when their rabbi read out letters at the synagogue received from 
Jewish organisations in Ii-urope. He also urged the congregation to 
listen to the radio networks, which had started to transmit Hitler’s 
broadcasts, each ending with the warning that Germany was ready 
to ‘defend itself against the global Jewish threat’. 

Hitler frequently identified President Roosevelt as one of the 
architects of this threat. For many American Jews, the world had 
suddenly shrunk as the sound of hatred coming from Germany filled 
their living rooms. 


Leon Goldberg, who had lived in the shadow of Grunewald Stadium, 
would no lono^er be able to hear the thunderous chants oVHeil Hitler! 
Sieg heilP On a sunny afternoon in early August, he had sent Else, his 
wife, and Miriam, their daughter, to a relative fix ing near the border 
with France, promising he would join them once he had sold off the 
last of their house furnishings. Among the belongings Else packed 
was her cholent pot; she was hopeful in the country side there would be 
fresh veQ-etables and meat to fill it once more. Two davs later Leon 
was arrested in a rotind-up I'jy SS storm troopers and sent to Dachau. 
He would die there. 

After Kristallnacht, Jacob Kronenberg finally wore the cross his 
neighbour had given him as well as a swastika badge on his lapel, 
which all his Gatholic work colleagues displayed. On the bus to work 
Jacob made a show of reading the Party morning new spaper, w hich 
carried the usual apj)roving reports of Hitler’s latest speech. Jacob 
had asked his wife, Ghristabel, to avoid shopping in the few Jewish 
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shops that remained open and, like him, to avoid going near the 
burnt-oul synagogue that stood like a stark reminder ol'Kristallnacht. 
Freddie, their son, was growing into a strong healthy child and had 
been enrolled into the Hitler Youth NIovement. 

In the counti'^^sidc outside Hamburg, Dr Hermann Levi and his 
daughter, Helena, had settled into their life on the farm. They never 
read the newspapers or listened to the wireless — except for the 
occasional concert. They were tanned from their outdoor life and 
well fed from the meals Helena cooked for her father and the old 
farmer. The farmhouse was spotless under her care and she had 
come to regard the old man as her Opa (grandfather). Nevertheless, 
the reality of approaching war regularly passed the farm, as military' 
convoys headed for Hamburg and Luftwaffe aircraft flew overhead. 


To the north of Hamburg, on an isolated stretch of the Baltic coast 
near Usedorn, Werner von Braun, dressed in the immaculate black 
uniform and boots of an SS Untersturmbannfiihrer, led Heinrich 
Himmler and a small group of his senior officers on a tour of 
Peenemunde’s laboratories and workshops, where over a hundred 
scientists and engineers worked. Here, von Braun was in charge of 
Germany’s secret guided-missile programme. 

Himmler said that if von Braun needed more space, it could be 
arranged. When von Braun replied that he would like a site buried 
underground, Himmler said that would not be a problem as our 
concentration camps are full of strong youngjews’. 


From the dockside of Yugoslavia’s dilapidated port at Kator, Moshe 
Bar-Gilad watched the last of the 427 youngjews he had brought 
out of the training camps in Austria filing through the control point 
the harbour police had set up to inspect their Mexican \'isas. 


On his last visit to Berlin, Bar-Gilad had obtained several hundred 
more visas from his two Gestapo contacts allowing entry into a 
number of South American countries. But they warned him the 
supply must end. After Kristallnacht, Reinhard Heydrich, Deputy 
Frirher of the SS, claimed that, in the ransacking of synagogues. 
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documents liad been found revealing ‘a Jewish plot to ov erthrow the 
government’. The SS had begun a huge round-up to take Jews to 
concentration camps. 

As the last of the young Jews cleared the final security check, Bar- 
Gilad relaxed. Officially their ship, Colombo^ was destined for Puerto 
Judrez in Mexieo’s Yucatan area. The v^oyage was estimated to take 
20 days. Only Bar-Gilad knew its real destination was a sandy beach 
in Palestine. 


On 19 August 1939, Ghaim and Vera VVeizmann were driving across 
France, on their way to Geneva to attend the 21st Zionist 
Conference, over which W'eizmann was to preside. That morning 
the wireless announced Moscow had broken off talks with delegations 
from Paris and London seeking non-aggression pacts. 

By the time they reached Genev'a, his sense of foreboding 
increased as he took his place on the platform in the Genev'a Theatre. 
Beside him sat Dav id Ben-Gurion, a brooding figure constantly 
checking his speech. Backstage there had been tension between them 
when Weizmann suggested that the conference should be shortened, 
giv^en the prev’ailing threat of war. 

Ben-Gurion objected. Wlien he stepped up to the podium his deep 
growl echoed around the auditorium: ‘Arab murder and savagery 
has gone on for three years and there is no sign of an end. The 


Yishuv is confused and feels now more helpless, more despairing. 
The murder and atrocities we witness so often are not simply the 
doings of bandits, rioters or robbers. It is political terrorism, with a 
definite aim with widespread political Arab support.’ 

Only at the end did his 90-minute speech deal with Hitler: ‘He 
may occupy Austria by brute force, destroy Jews and threaten 
France. W’ e are a small people with no army, no state, no power to 
comj)ete. W e cannot over-awe the world. Our strength lies in one 
great asset: the moral purity of our lives and works, our aspirations 
and our philoso])hy.’ 

He was given a standing ovation. Ben-Gurion had caught the 
mood of the audience. 
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To Weizinann it sccniccl ihc'y ‘were eseaping from lh(‘ realities. In 
the eoininii world struggle, we stand coniniitted more than any oth(‘i 
people to the defenee of demoeraey.’ 

That evening Weizmann walked, tears in his eyes, among the 
delegates to say he hoj^ed they would meet again next year in 
Jerusalem. He spent extra time with the Polish delegation, embracing 
each member and murmuring the prayer, ‘God grant that your fate 
be not that of the Jews in your neighl)ouring land.’ 

The Polish delegates were among the three million of their 
countrymen who would perish in the concentration camps and the 
gas chambers. 

On the morning of 24 August 1939, Orde W ingate stood on a rocky 
outcrop on the side of Mount Carmel, watching through his powerful 
binoculars the Royal Navy destroyer HMS Ivanhoe escorting Colombo 
towards the port of Haifa. The rusty-hulled steamer had been 
intercepted during the night as it steamed slowly tow ards Palestine 
waters southwest of the Carmel lighthouse. Moshe Bar-Gilad’s hope 
to bring his pioneers from Austria had failed. 

Wangate had been recalled to Mandate headquarters to train more 
commandos to deal with the increasing Arab violence: rail derail¬ 
ments, bank robberies, telegraph sabotage, murderous hold-ups of 
Jew s on the roads and even more frequent killings of Arabs who 
worked for the Mandate. His lectures to the new^ recruits were wide- 
ranging and each talk offered revealing glimpses of his own 
character: ‘Great soldiers are serious and diligent’, ‘a coarse and 
sav'age man makes a v eiy bad soldier’, ‘learn discipline and calmness 
from the professional soldier, but don’t imitate his brutality, stupidity 
and drunkenness’. His lecture on ‘Soldiers Commandments 
concluded with 01i\’er Cromwell’s exhortation to his men: ‘Know 
what you hght for and love w hat you know. 

Standing beside W'ingate w as a youngjevvish commando who had 
become one of W ingate’s most trusted strategists. \ ossi Haiel had 
been born ^ ossef Hamburger, the son of a grocer in tlu* Old City of 
Jerusalem and a hauntingly beautiful but tragically mentally 
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disturbed mother. How much her illness had played its part in his 
decision to leave home at 14 he kept to himself. 

Yossi’s language skills - English, French and Arabic - had been 
developed in his teens while studying after working long hours in a 
quarry to boost the family income. His physical strength was 
matched by his moral code and lively intelligence, and when he was 
only 15 he had been invited to join the Haganah, which needed 
young people who could spy on the British Army without raising 
suspicion. When his father, sister and twin brother moved from 
Jerusalem to run a cafe by the Dead Sea, Yossi remained behind. 
His mother, whom he loved dearly, was increasingly caught up in 
her own illness and Yossi did not know how best to deal with her. He 
stayed away from home and made the Haganah a substitute for his 
family. After work he trained with them and debated ideology, and 
he regularly climbed Mount Scopus to improve his physique and 


fitness. 

He tested himself spiritually as well, once walking alone with only 
a bottle of water across the parched landsciipe to Masada. There, 
2,000 years earlier, his ancestors had taken their own lives rather 
than surrender to the Roman legions surrounding them. Their heroic 
story was nev'cr far from Yossi’s mind as he grew up under the 
Mandate occupation. 

It was a time when Palestine was hlled with funeral processions, 
\'ictims of Arab attacks. Yossi had lost count of the times he had 
helped carry the blood-soaked shrouds to a grax e. New immigrants 
had barely set foot on Eretz I Israel before they were buried in grax es 
often inscribed xvith 'Unknoxvn’ or ‘Anonymous’. Yossi knexv the 
Haganah needed help. That help came on a Sabbath evening xvhen 
a man in a rumpled suit droxc into the settlement in Hanita, xvhere 
Yossi had a room to sleep. All around him xvere the youths and men 
ol the Haganah. 

As Yossi recalled to his biographer, Yoram Kaniuk: ‘The man, 
slumj){‘d a bit in his aj:)])earance, ex oked the image of an ascetic 
priest. His blue eyes, thinness and gait gaxe him an aura of mysteiy. 
In one hand was a Bible, with an attached note from Chaim 
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Wciziiiann and Bcn-Cnirion that introduced him as Captain 
Wingate, a great iriend.’ 

In Wingate Yossi had found a mentor. The two men became firm 
friends, mutually attracted by a common reticence, a deep sense of 
responsibility and an abiding integrity. 

They fought side by side in endless battles against often superior 
Arab forces. Aftenvards they would sit together, Yossi listening while 
Wingate planned the next attack. 

On that baking August day, he was a wiry, deeply tanned youth 
who looked older than his years. When he Joined Wingate’s 
commandos, he showed his skills as an inteipreter. Wdngate had a 
reputation for being impatient with translators and several had been 
fired after a tongue-lashing. Wingate had cast around for someone 
who could keep up with his growled commands; though he spoke 
good Hebrew and Arabic, he insisted on speaking only English when 
issuing orders. Yossi performed admirably. 

Walking back down Mount Carmel, Wfingate had giv en one of his 
dry chuckles: ‘As long as you remember there is a time and a place 
for everything, anything is possible if God wants that of you. Moses 
knew that.’ 

Yossi was now 22 years old and would play a v ital role in the 
ensuing story of Exodus. 


On the balmy evening of 1 September 1939, her engine pistons 
drov'e President Waifiel(f?> propeller shaft at a hundred revolutions a 
minute on her v^oyage from Baltimore to Norfolk. In a month’s time 
the hurricane season would arriv^e in the Caribbean and once more 
Captain Foster’s hard-won knowledge would be critical. 

On 4 Se])tember 1939, a difierent threat faced ev eiyone on board 
after the radioman emerged from his shack at the back of the bridge and 
handed Captain Foster a message. Having read it, he went down to the 
dining room, walked on to the podium where the ship’s orchestra was 
playing and motioned them to sto|). In the sudden silence he 
announced, ‘Fadies and gentlemen. I have received a cojw of the wire 
senice message confirming England has declared war on Ciermany.' 
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Captain Foster stilled the gasps and asked the passengers to stand 
and sing the National Anthem. 


At 300 miles an hour, the rising sun behind him, Wolfram Freiherr 
von Richthofen, scion of the distinguished Prussian family, swept 
across the Polish border in his fighter plane. Below, rumbling out of 
Silesia and Germany, were the tanks and troop carriers of the 
Wehrmacht. Von Richthofen had been chosen by Flermann 
Goering to lead the first air attack of the Second World War, flying 
the Messerschmitt BF-10 he had piloted in the Spanish Gi\'il War 
when his Condor Legion had destroyed the historic Basque capital 
of Guernica on 27 April 1937. 

His Messerschmitt led similar air attacks on towns and villages 
inside the Polish border. The highly mobile panzers’ thrusts and tlie 
howling Stuka dive-bombers worked together with the infantrv’ as 


they launched a succession of pincer mo\’ements through and around 
the Polish defences. In all there were 52 German divisions, a total of 
one and a half million well-trained soldiers against a Polish army a 
third of that size. 

By dusk, the Polish air force had ceased to exist. On 3 September, 
Britain and France honoured their guarantee to protect Poland and 
declared war on Germany. In London, Winston Churchill accepted 
Chamberlain’s offer of a post in the government as First Sea Lord. 
It was the same appointment he had held at the outbreak of the First 
W^orld W^ar in 1914. From the Admiralty a signal was flashed to all 
Royal Navy ships and land installations: ‘Winston is back.’ 

Nat Nadler’s family in Brownsville, like Jewish families 


evervw’here, stayed glued to their radios, listening to the short-wave 
transmissions from Warsaw, repeating every 30 seconds the 1 1 
stirring notes of the opening of a Chopin polonaise, the signal that 
although the rest of Poland was being overrun, the countiy’s capital 


was still free. 


On 4 September, a sunny morning with the sea lapping below him, 
Johann (joldman stood on top of a dyke, part of a network of 
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defences holding back the North Sea to ])revent the hshing port ol 
Den Helder being Hooded at high tide. All around him stood 
fishermen, farmers and their wives, members of a close-knit 
community on the edge of'the Waddensee north of Amsterdam. Like 
him, they too had paused to stare at the sight in the sky. Beside stood 
his aunt, Sara-Marta, his mother’s widowed sister. 

A tall, grey-haired woman in a severe dress and a bonnet, Sara- 
Marta had met Johann off'the train when it arrived from Vienna at 
Amsterdam railway station. She explained that there was no ship yet 
to take him to America, but once a week they would go to the Jewish 
Agency Office in the city to enquire when a berth would be available. 
In the meantime, he would live with her. Every Monday they made 
the journey, only to be told to return the following week. Finally, one 
of the agency workers said there would be no more sailings. Johann 
had held back his tears and suggested he should return to Vienna to 
his parents. The worker had gently explained that was not possible. 
No Jews were being readmitted to Austria. 

The following day they had gone back to Amsterdam, this time to 
the Jodenbuurt, the Jewish quarter close to the city centre, where a 
friend of Sara-Marta lived. Hannah Cohen was another widow with 
one son, Jacob. The boy was a year older than Johann and the two 
teenagers struck up an immediate friendship as Jacob set off to show 
him the city. Johann, a child from Vienna, had never really taken to 
the small-town life of Den Helder. Here in the streets of Amsterdam 
he found all he wanted. Johann became a regular visitor to 
Amsterdam. 

He had just returned from the city on that September morning 
when he stood with his aunt on the dyke counting the specks in the 
sky. There were 29. Earlier, the radio in Sara-Marta’s kitchen had 
reported that the Royal Air Voice had landed fighter squadrons 
behind the French port of Calais and advance units of the British 
Expeditionary Force had come ashore at Ostend to stoj) any German 
incursion. Johann decided the s]:)ecks were too large for lighters and 
there was agreement among the older men that they had never seen 
such a sight as the formation, spread over sex eral miles ol'sky. They 
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concluded that such an impressive display of power meant the war 
would soon be over and life could return to normal. W’hen that 
happened, Sara-Marta reminded Johann, he would be able to join 
his family in Brownsville. 


Next day in Washington, DC, President Roosevelt declared that the 
United States would remain neutral. For many Americans, the fact 
that he felt it necessary to do so increased awareness that war could still 

J 

cross the Atlantic. New York’s Transportation Board announced that 
subways would make perfect bomb shelters and Standard Oil said it 
would replace any German sailors on its tankers with .American-born 
seamen. A manufacturer changed the name of its best-selling range. 
Dictator Carpets, to Liberty Carpets. The nation’s armchair strategists 
stuck pins with coloured heads into large maps of Europe: black pins 
for Germany, blue for Britain and red for France. So great was the 
demand for pins that stores ran out. Grocers found customers were 
ordering sugar in 100-pound sacks, canned meat by the case and flour 
in 50-pound bags in the event war brought food siiortages. There were 
none, and never would be, in the United States. 

At sea, the battle of the Atlantic was starting. U-boat 39 was sunk 


by Royal Navy destroyers, the first German nav al loss of the war. 
Next day the Royal Navy’s aircraft carrier Courageous was torpedoed 
in the western approach ofi' the southwest coast of Ireland while on 
anti-submarine patrol. Ov^er 500 men drowned. It was the first Royal 
Navy ship lost in battle. 

On 19 September 1939, Hitler told Britain and France that peace 
would be declared if Germany’s territorial gain was accepted. The 
two allies refused. In a joint statement both gov ernments said, AVe 
will not permit a Nazi v'ictory to condemn the world to slav eiy and 
to end all moral values and destroy libertvv’ 

Idiree days later. Hitler travelled to the front line to watch the final 
destruction of Warsaw as wave after wave of Luftwafie bombers 
attacked the now defenceless city. On 27 September, Warsaw finally 
surrendered. More than 140,000 Polish troops laid down their arms. 
The notes of'the Ghopin polonaise stopped as \\ arsaw radio fell silent. 
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The BBC began to use as a j)relude to all its programmes beamed 
into Europe the dots and dash ol the Morse code symbol for V, for 
victoi'y. In unoccupied countries the sound was used for knocks on 
doors, blown on train whistles and honked on car horns. People 
waved to each other with two stretched fingers in the sign; in cafes 
cutlery was arranged in the symbol. Goebbels announced it stood 
for Viktoria^ the complete triumph of Hitler. 


Days before the outbreak of war, Chaim and Vera Weizmann 
arrived back in London from Geneva. Uppermost in his thoughts 
was the fate of Jews waiting in Mediterranean ports with visas that 
would almost certainly now be useless to gain them entry^ into the 
United States and other countries. Meanwhile, Jews in Bohemia, 
Moldovia, Slovakia and Romania were being rounded up in their 
thousands, victims of the swiftest and most brutal operation in 
modern times. In Poland extra trains were needed to carry Jews to 
the concentration camps. 

The Chamberlain government continued to deny entry to 
Palestine. Weizmann noted: ‘Turned back by Royal Navy patrols, 
the boats are unable to discharge their cargoes and returned into the 
hands of the advancing Nazis. A Hitler victory will mean the 
obliteration of the Jewish people. Yet there are no people more 
frantically eager to contribute to the common cause against Nazism 
than the Jews.’ 

Already his sons, Michael and Benjamin, had enlisted. Michael 
had joined the KA¥ to train as a fighter pilot; his brother was an anti¬ 
aircraft gunner on the south coast. 

A few days after he arrived in London, Weizmann received a 
telephone call from Winston Churchill’s secretary, asking him to 
come to lunch the following day. He asked who else would be there, 
as he always liked to know in advance whom he would meet. There 
was a moment’s pause before the reply. There would be another 
guest, Stewart Menzies. Replacing the telephone, Weizmann slowly 
exhaled and turned to Vera, saying, ‘Now that is a surprise.’ 

Stewart Menzies was the new head of M16, Britain’s Secret 


52 


Operation Exodus 


Intelligence Sen ice. Shortly after noon, Weizmann walked past the 
sandbagged entrance into the Admiralty, where Churchill’s secretary' 
escorted him upstairs. His host was standing before a coal fire in his 
private dining room and Menzies was already with him. A naval 
officer tended a bar and in the centre ol the room the table was 
already laid with silver reputed to hav e come from Lord Nelson’s 
Viclo^. 

Sipping his whisky, Churchill w as full of optimism about the w ar, 
having gi eeted Weizmann with the words, ‘We’ll have the better of 
Hitler. Then the Jews will live in peace again.’ 

Weizmann pointed out Chamberlain’s Colonial Secretary', 
Malcolm MacDonald, long an opponent of immigration to Palestine, 
had refused visas for 25,000 Jewish children in Poland to enter the 
country because it would ‘offend the Arabs’. 

Weizmann asked Churchill what would happen in Palestine after 
the war was over. ‘NIy host had sipped his drink before asking: what 
did I wish to happen? I said that Zionists would have a state of some 
three or four million Jew's in Palestine. Churchill puffed steadily on 
his cigar. “Yes. Yes, I quite agree with that.’” 

Menzies told Weizmann there was a way he could help make that 
happen. Chaim Weizmann was about to be enrolled into the dark 
world of intelligence gathering. 

Until this book, the only clue to his role would be a small 
paragraph buried in the depth ol his autobiography: ‘About a month 
after the declaration of war, I went on a special mission to 
Switzerland to try and find what substance there was in the rumours 
that the Germans had prepared new methods of chemical warfare.’ 

Else and Miriam Goldberg had been sent by Leon to safety in the 
small town of Pirmasens, on the border between France and 
Germany. Else had written several times to her husband, but there 
had been no reply. Meanwhile, she wondered whether she and her 
daughter should cross over into France, w'here they might be safer. 
French broadcasts reported that more planes and British 

soldiers had landed along the Channel coast to defend the country 
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against German attack. Rise thought tliat with Britain’s help Hitler 
would not attack France and decided to remain in Pirmasens. 


One morning when she came out ofa grocer\^ store with Miriam, 
she saw that both ends of the street were blocked with army trucks 
and that SS troopers, accompanied by Gestapo officers, were 
conducting a round-up. Pcoj)lc whose papers were not in order were 
put on the trucks. When a trooper saw the name Goldberg on Rise’s 
document, he called to a Gestapo agent that two more Jews had been 
located. 

That night Rise and Miriam arrived at a Frauenlager, a detention 
camp for women and children on windswept Ltineburg Heath 
between the small towns of Bergen and Belsen. Soon the Frauenlager 
would become part of the concentration camp network. 


Dr Levi and Helena, helped by the old farmer, were taking hay for 
winter storage from the horse-drawn cart when an army truck 
entered the yard. At its wheel was an army veterinarian and beside 
him sat a Gestapo officer. The vet emerged and explained he had 
come to examine the animal to assess its suitability for military 
sendee. The old farmer protested that without his horse he could not 
run the farm. The vet began his examination, listening to the horse’s 
heart and checking its hooves, while the Gestapo officer turned to 
Dr Levi and Helena and said they did not look like farm workers and 
demanded to see their papers. He studied them carefully and then 
looked at Dr Levi: 'Sie sindjuden' 

That evening Dr Levi and Helena were put on separate trains of 
cattle trucks. Helena’s train was destined for the hrauenlager on 
Ltineburg Heath. Dr Levi’s train would end up in Neuengamme, a 
concentration camp. All the trucks carried a notice: 40 persons or 
eight horses. 


On 14 October 1939, Werner von Braun accompanied .Vlbert Speer, 
minister of supplies, and a small team of engineers to the Harz 
Mountains in central Germany. At the entrance to a ca\’e there, the 
grou]) changed into protective overalls, donned miners’ helmets and 
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made their way below ground past rock faces icy cold to the touch 
and oozing putrid water. Von Braun regularly paused to give orders. 
Here we will have a research laboratoiy. Over there we will have a rocket fuel store. 
Here we will need a ramp. Powerful ventilators. A rail system. Notes were 
made and photographs taken. 

Speer smiled with satisfaction. He had found the young scientist 
his underground facility needed to manufacture the weapons von 
Braun had promised would satisfy Hitler’s rocket fever. 


When Chaim Weizmann arrived in Basel, Switzerland, the hills 
behind the town had already received their first dusting of winter 
snow, softening the huge complex of the world headquarters of the 
Sandoz Drug and Chemical Corporation. 

Over the years he had built up a network of scientists who kept 
him abreast of advances in chemical weapons. One was the director 
of research at Sandoz. Over dinner, he told W eizmann that a new 
chemical factory was being built at Dyhernfurth in the forests of 
Silesia in western Poland. It would be one of the largest and most 
secret plants in the Third Reich; a mile and a half long and half a 
mile wide, it was intended to produce 3,000 tons of tabun nerx e gas 
every month. It would not just manufacture the gas, but would fill 
tens of thousands of bomb casings and artillery^ shells with the agent. 
Another 20 factories were planned to be built in the next three years 
which, between them, would produce a further 12,000 tons of poison 
gas eveiy month. These would include two types of mustard gas - 
Sommer-10 and Winter-Lost - and a terrifying incendiaiy gas which 
would be produced exclusix ely for the SS and cause clothes and hair 
to burst into llames. All the gases would be tested on concentration 

o 

camj) prisoners. 

Uj)on WTizmann’s return to London Churchill arranged for him 
to be appointed honorary chemical ad\’iser to the Ministiy of Supply. 
We izmann gathered a small group of chemists and between them 
they set to work devising the aromatisation of hea\y oil into high- 
octane fuels for fighter planes. The research was slow and dangerous 

and hampered by VWizmann’s efforts to go into mass production: 
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‘Wc ran up against vested interests in the chemical field, which were 
strongly opposed to the entry of outsiders.’ 

For Chaim VVeizmann, it was a salutary reminder ol how matters 
were conducted even during war in the u]:)j)er echelons of industry'. 


Early in December 1939, Johann had once more returned to 
Amsterdam, this time to sec the Christmas lights with Jacob. They 
wandered past the window displays and the }:)ottcd fir trees with their 
lights. But the mood was sombre with talk of war: how long before 
the Nazis swept into the country? 

That evening, instead of going home, Jacob had brought Johann 
to an office building overlooking Wertheim Park in the Jewish 


quarter. The building was in darkness, but standing in the doorway 
was a man. He recognised Jacob and inspected Johann’s now useless 
visa to go to America before allowing him to pass. In a crowded back 
room, the air was hazy with tobacco smoke, and Jacob explained the 
people here were labourers from the city’s shipyards and factories. In 
their work clothes, tool bags at their feet, they looked formidable. 
On the platform an older man was explaining they were there to 
form patrols to defend Jewish shops and their quarter’s synagogues 
against the Dutch Nazi Party', the NSB. All those who w ere prepared 
to do this should raise a hand. Johann and Jacob were among the 


first to do so. 

They had become members of knokp/oeg, the first of the resistance 
groups in the city. 


Chapter 5 

Action Stations 


T housands of Poles had continued to flee from \\ arsaw after the 
Luftwaffe air attacks had destroyed their homes and businesses. A 
pall of smoke still hung over the once beautiful city, where the bodies 
of men, women and children now lay buried beneath the ruins and 
the stench of death was carried on the swirling snowflakes that 
enveloped the refugees, covering their wagons, carts and barrows 
and the frozen carcasses of dead animals, their stomachs burst open 
by putrefaction. 

Wedged among the retreating multitude was a magnificent motor 
car, the only Cadillac in Poland. The repeated hooting of the klaxon 
horn and the purr of its powerful engine marked its progress. Not 
even the dirt caking its huge headlamps or the snowflakes dissolving 
on its long bonnet could hide the limousine’s majestic appearance. 

The custom-built vehicle had been made for Jacob Stolowitzky, 
the wealthiest Jewish industrialist in the country. His fortune was 
founded on supplying metal and wood for all the train rails and 
sleepers in Poland and Russia. It had brought him a palace for a 
home, a l)eautiful wife, Lydia, and a son, Michael, a happy and 
contented child being raised in the security' only wealth can bring. 
Attending to his every need was Gertruda, his nanny. She was a tall, 
statuesque, 30-year-old blonde with a winning smile and a quiet 
determination to succeed in all she did. A devout Catholic, Gertruda 
came from a poor family in Danzig where ex ery zloty was counted 
and a |)ortion of income was given to the Catholic Church at its 
weeklv collection. 
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From early on, Gertruda and Lydia were united l)y a shared love 
for Michael. Lydia’s hauntingly beautiful face would light up with a 
smile each time she watched Gertruda bathe and feed her son, and 
more than once she had said what a wonderful mother Gertruda 
would make. For the nanny no praise could be higher. When Jacob 
was away on his trips to Europe, the two women would sit and talk 
about their religions and their very different upbringings which had 
brought them together. The barrier between mistress and servant 
had never arisen; there was respect on both sides. 

Shortly before war started Jacob had gone to Paris to settle yet 
another deal. When news came that Warsaw was under attack, he 
mobilised his contacts and offered payment of 10 million zlotys to 
have his family brought out of the country. But the offer never 
reached the man who could have authorised the deal, Adolf 
Eichmann. 

Jacob’s attempts to contact Lydia had failed because the telephone 
lines between Paris and Warsaw had been cut when a German bomb 
struck the main Warsaw telephone exchange. With no news from 
her husband, Lydia decided to travel with Michael and Gertruda to 
Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital, where the family had friends among 
the Jewish community who would shelter them. They left \\ arsaw at 
dusk in the Cadillac, and for two days the chauffeur had brought 
them past the carnage of war and around the bomb craters on the 
road before they finally reached the border crossing. It was 
unmanned. They did not know Lithuania’s government was in 
discussion to join the Soviet Union. 


Under a sunset which turned the Egyptian desert beyond the Suez 
Canal a glowing reddish-gold, Yossi Harel sat beside a British Army 
truck of the 32nd Airborne Division at Abu Sueir in the Canal Zone. 
Parked nearby were some of the RAF transport planes he knew he 
would never be trained to fly. Full of hope, he had joined the queues 
ofyoungjews at the Mandate recruiting ofiice in Flaifa the day alter 
war broke out. He had been told that his Palestinian passport 
precluded him from joining the RAF as a pilot, but he would be 
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enlisted as a truck driver in the British Army. Two days later he was 
flown to Bgypt and had spent his time driving out into the desert to 
pick up paratroopers after their practice jumps. 

I he day before Yossi left Palestine, he had found time to say 
farewell to Orde Wingate, who had been recalled to England. As 
they parted, Wingate, in an unusual sign of affection, had embraced 
Yossi and reminded him thev were both ‘instruments of fate. All vou 
must do is to remember all you have learned from our conversations 
and one day your dreams will come true.’ 

Those words had lodged in young Harel’s mind, exciting his 
imagination of what it would be like to be standing on the bridge of 
a ship and giving orders, his childhood dream. 

One night in December 1939, Jacob Kronenberg crashed his car on 
the way home in Nuremberg. He was cut free from the wreckage 
and rushed to hospital. It may ha\'e been while being prepared for 
emergency surgery that someone - perhaps a nurse or a doctor - 
noticed he was circumcised. The hospital security officer was called. 
His decision was absolute. 

AJew. You do not need to save ajew. 

Within an hour a police car had collected Christabel and Freddie 
Kronenberg and brought them to Nuremberg’s central police 
station. It was the start of the journey that would see Freddie become 
the gatekeeper at Auschwitz, saved by a whim of Dr Mengele. 
Christabel died in Auschwitz. The fate ofjacob Kronenberg would 
remain unresoK'ed. 


During a March night in 1940, Johann Goldman and Jacob Cohen 
stood on a corner of one of the streets leading into Amsterdam’s 
Jewish quarter, watching a Talmudic scholar in his black robe and 
side curls under his black hat disappear into a building. 

Further uj) the street were members oi' knokpIoegen, dockers and 
factoiy labourers, smelling of cigar smoke and coal dust, faces hidden 
by their black hoods. Johann knew each was cariwing an iron bar 
and a length of chain and wore handmade knuckledusters. Among 
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them were a couple of muscular students from the city’s technical 
college who had enrolled in the knokploegen to light the Dutch Nazis, 
the NSB. 

But with every success, the attacks by the NSB on Jewish shops 
and buildings in Amsterdam increased. While Jewish community 
leaders urged their peo])le to show restraint, the Nazis continued 
their attacks. That night Johann and Jacob were among those called 
to a meeting of the knokploegen and had been assigned the role of 
lookouts for the attack on an NSB gathering. 

For the past hour they had watched thugs go into a house at the 
corner of the street. When the last man went into the building, 
Johann flashed a signal with his torch. 

A factory worker smashed open the door with a sledgehammer. 
From inside the house came startled shouts and the crunch of iron 
and steel on bone. In minutes it was all over. The battle group was 
out of the building, leaving behind them seriously injured NSB 
members. One would die in hospital within days. 

Two months later, on 10 May 1940, Germany invaded the Low 
Countries: Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg. That day in London, 
Neville Chamberlain resigned and Winston Churchill became 
Britain’s new prime minister. For four days Holland held out against 
the blitzkrieg. Six days later, it fell, and over the following weekend 
the British Army began to conduct its heroic evacuation from the 
beaches of Dunkirk. On 22 June, France surrendered and a new 
fascist government was established in the city of Vichy. Soon 
Amsterdam, like all the towns and cities of the Low Countries, was 
filled with the tramp of jackboots and the sound of German trucks 
stopping outside houses to arrest Jews. 


Moshe Bar-Gilad was waiting in a cafe on the waterfront of the small 
port of Sulina at the mouth of the Danube in Romania. \\ aiting was 
something to which he had become used. Only his lace showed that 
stress was taking its toll, flecking his hair w ith grey and introducing 
lines around his eyes and mouth. It would surely be jtist a matter ol 
time, he had told himself, before he was caught by the Nazis. So 
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many of his collea^^ies in the Aliyah Bet had sufiered that fate. But 
until that happened, Moshe Bar-Gilad had a mission to fulfil. 

It had preoccupied him ever since he had come over the border 
from the safety of Switzerland into the increasingly dangerous Italy 
of Benito Mussolini. In March, the Duce had met Hitler in the 
Brenner Pass to settle the date for Italy’s entry into the war. .Already 
the persecution of Italian Jews had intensified. Thousands had been 
rounded up and those who had avoided arrest had gratefully 
accepted Switzerland’s offer of sanctuary\ 

From Milan, Bar-Gilad had made his way to Trieste, where he 
had hoped to find one of the few remaining ships he had bought for 
Aliyah Bet. But Hilda was no longer in the harbour and no one 
seemed to know where she had gone. The ship’s passengers, among 
the first for whom he had obtained exit permits from Austria, were 
not traceable either. Sensing that further probing might arouse the 
interest of the port authorities, he had moved on to Sulina, where he 
hoped the other ship, Alaria, on which Aliyah Bet had paid a 
substantial deposit, would still be. It had taken him a week to reach 
the harbour, after a journey across Yugoslavia, dogged by bad news. 
Germany had invaded Denmark and Norway. Finland had finally 
fallen to the Russians. .All around Europe frontiers were fast closing. 

At the far end of the harbour was Maria. For Bar-Gilad: ‘There 
was still £ 10,000 left to pay before the owner would release the boat 
and I was in a predicament; the total sum of money I had was 87 US 
dollars.’ More worryingly, his enquiries revealed there were no Jews 
in Sulina, let alone the 700 young pioneers from training camps in 
Austria he had arranged would sail on Mana. 

Standing on the dockside was a man in a hat and belted trench 
coat. Bar-Gilad had seen other men dressed like that: Gestapo 
officers. Was he one of them - or perhaps from a Romanian securiU’ 
organisation? 


The man was neither. He was an MIG officer, one of a number of 
agents of the Secret Intelligence Serxice based around the 
Mediterranean coast to disrupt Germany’s war efTort. The officer 
made a |)roposition. He would pay the balance to buy Mana, locate 
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the reiii^ees 3 .ncl ])roviclc them with t^eniiine trcivel documents to 
Palestine, wliere the Nl 3 .ncl 3 .te would 3 .dmit them. Alterw3.rds, XlciTid 
would be brought back to Sulina and sunk in the mouth cjf the 
Danube to block all German sea tralhc using the river. 

He had left Bar-Gilad to ponder the startling oiler. For two long 
hours Bar-Gilad had sat in the cafe deliberating what to do. Was this 
a trap? A cruel plan to exploit the fate of the Jews by having him 
round them up on to the boat, only for them to be arrested and 
shipped off to a concentration camp? The officer had returned - this 
time with one of the Jews. He and Bar-Gilad had spoken in Hebrew 
and the refugee explained that the other pioneers had been hiding in 
the counti'yside around Sulina. The officer told Bar-Gilad the ship 
had been paid for and a crew would arrive at nightfall, when the 

emigrants would set sail for Palestine. 

Three days later, the Maria arrived in Haifa. 

Over a number of days the Old Bay Line on Baltimore s Pier 10 had 
been transformed. Gigantic cardboard cutouts of the company s 
paddle steamers hung from the fronts of buildings. Enlargements of 
newspaper stories recalled the history of the line’s fleet, flags adorned 
shop fronts and portraits of the company’s past presidents hung from 
office windows. At the centre of the celebrations. President Waijield 
proudly flew the line’s pennant, a red flag with a white ‘B’. A pro¬ 
cession of ancient victorias, broughams and horse-drawn cars 
clattered along the pier, bringing the official party - the state 
governor, the mayor of Baltimore and the city managers of towns 
along the Chesapeake. A red carpet had been laid loi the invited 
guests to board the ship. By noon on 23 May 1940, everything was 

ready to mark the centenary of the line. 

At 6.30 in the evening, as she had done every departure day. 
President Waifield set off down the Chesapeake. On board rn the 
smoking room a fountain bubbled with champagne cocktails and 
the ship’s band played a reprise of melodies. Dinner included 
terraprn and pheasant and toasts were made w'rth 1870 Nladeira 

and the finest wines. 
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Among the passengers was David Brierly. The genial Royal Navy 
ca])tain’s invitation to join the celebration had been arranged by the 
Department of the Navy; its secretary^ was one of the few who knew 
why Brierly was there. He was on attachment to the department from 
the Admiralty. After becoming prime minister, Winston Churchill 
had persuaded President Roosevelt to provide 50 US destroyers that 
Britain needed to trv^ and stem the losses at sea the U-boats continued 
to cause. Sensing his request had come at the right moment, Churchill 
had added, d will gladly take any other ships available to help us.’ 
Brierly had been gwen the task of scouting the East Coast ports 
to prepare a secret report for the president on their suitability. 

While the celebrations on board continued, Brierly had inspected 
President Waifield from stern to prow, noting, among much else, that 
above the rudder was a second steering wheel operated by cables in 
the pilothouse, which could steer the ship in an emergency. Forward 
was a large freight deck capable of cariying a number of automobiles 
and cargo. The 170 staterooms could be easily conv^erted to hold 
many more than the elegantly dressed couples who now occupied 
them. In his notebook, he added, ‘All steel work tight. Lumber 
sound.’ 

At midnight the ship’s band struck up ‘Auld Lang Syne’. David 
Bi 'ierly joined in the singing, knowing how prescient the words were. 


Gertruda stood at the foot of Lydia’s bed, cradling little Michael as 
she continued to watch his mother. The onlv sounds in the bedroom 
were the whirring of the ceiling fan and Lydia’s shallow breathing. 
Other women might hav e been eager to have the death watch over, 
but Gertruda had, from childhood, helped relatives prepare to die: 
her grandmother, an aunt, a distant cotisin. It was part of her 
Gatholic uiDbringing. Lydia had stiffered a cerebral haemorrhage that 
the hosj:)ital doctors said was terminal and they had sent her home. 
Since then Ciertruda’s world bevond the room’s drawn curtains 

4 

was no longer of'concern: her world was here, where she bathed Lvdia 

4 

and attended to her other needs. When Lvdia wanted to talk in her 

4 

slurred sj)eech, Gertruda responded, and when she wanted to rest. 
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Gertruda made sure she was not disturbed by visitors^ some of them 
held Lydia’s hand, fingers barely touching her skin, as if such contact 
might cause her ])ain, while others stood at the bedside, staring 
silently at Lydia, as if no words could communicate their sorrow. 
Gertruda knew better. Lydia needed to feel she was still part of life 
and that was why Gertruda had created a timetable for when she 
would not only feed Lydia, bathe and change her nightdress, but 
bring Nlichael to the bedside and encourage him to tell his mother 
what he had been doing. Once a week the rabbi came. He asked few 
questions and left. Gertruda’s strong Catholic faith reassured her that 
no one, including Lydia, wholly died, that earthly death should be 

seen as a return to a better world. 

Now, on that summer afternoon, Gertruda knew that Lydia 
wanted to say something and she came fonvard with Michael still in 
her arms. Unlike others she had helped to die, Gertruda sensed with 
Lydia there was no unwillingness to surrender to her own ine\itable 
fate. As Lydia’s lips began to move, Gertruda bent closer, still holding 
Michael. That moment would remain in Michael’s memory: 
‘Gertruda later told me my mother said she knew her time had come 
and she had one last request to make. That Gertruda would save me 
and take me to Palestine.’ 

Until then Gertruda had been a devoted nanny. Now she had 
been asked to take the place of Michael’s birth mother. Gertruda 
looked down at Lydia’s still face. She stepped back from the bed. 
There was no more she could do for Lydia. Her responsibility was 
now Michael. She would become his new mother. 

On a muggy morning in mid-June 1942, David Brierly and two other 
men stood around a conference table in the Commerce Building in 
Washington, DC. John McLay was a descendant of one of England’s 
aristocratic families and David Boyd a shrewd London businessman. 
From New Zealand and Australia to the ports of South American 
and India, shipping comj^anies had sold them seaworthy x essels to 
conv^oy war suj)]:)lies to Britain. When last in Washington they had 
been on their way to the Caribbean and the United States had been 
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at peace. Before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, there had been 
several secret meetings between Churchill and President Roosevelt. 
After the last one, Churchill had returned to London to brief the 
W ar Cabinet that Roosevelt shared his \’iew that the dav would come 
when the war must be carried to the shores of Nazi-occupied Europe 
and ‘the \'ery evil heart of Hitler’s Berlin lair’. To succeed would 
require shallow-draught boats suitable for crossing the English 
Channel. 

McLay and Boyd had come to acquire them. David Brierly laid 
out on the table a selection ofphotogi'aphs and blueprints of 25 ships 
immediately available on the East Coast. Brierly’s experienced 
visitors quickly rejected a dozen. The rest they began to study more 
carefully. Another six were turned down as not being seaworthy 
enough to cross the Atlantic. The remainder passed muster. The last 
three were Chesapeake steamers. Pointing to a photograph and a 
builder’s set of blueprints, Brierly had smiled: ‘I like to leave the best 
until last. She looks ideal.’ 

The two Englishmen agreed. A set of signatures on a document 
cemented the deal. Requisition Order 227753 formalised the transfer 
to the British Ministry of W'ar Transport President Warfield. 

At 4pm on Sunday 11 July 1942, a single resounding blast came 
from the smoke stack President Waijield. People paused and, like 
mourners at a passing funeral cortege, some lowered their heads 
when she began her last journey as the Bay Line fiagship. Just 10 
minutes later she reached its mooring at the Maryland Dry Dock 
Com|)any. The air was filled with the sound of hammering as cranes 
mo\’ed back and forth on their tracks. The demands of war called 
for a 24 hours a clay, se\’en davs a week schedule. 

W'aiting on the dockside was the team assigned to reht the ship: 
welders with their blowtorches, riveters and drillers with their 
equi}:>meni, electricians canying their toolbo.xes. Each was a specialist 
in what thev had to do. Since Pearl Harbor thev had done it manv 
times. Led by their crew chief, thev went below deck. Shortlv 
afterwards came the first sound of a drill. 
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In Berlin, Werner von Brann was once more shown into Hitk'r s 
s])acious study l)y the Fiihrer’s lrum])ish senior seeretar^y C><hrista 
Schroeder, to discuss the bluej^rint lor his latest rocket, the \ -2. 

Hitler’s enthusiasm, von Braun later recalled, was infectious. 
Could 2,000 rockets be launched evei7 month? Von Braun nodded. 
Would each one contain 2,000 kilos ofexplosives? Another nod. Von 
Braun had one recjuest. 1 he war effort had ])laced a serious strain on 
labour supply. A new site would be needed to wcaponise the \ -2 and 


that would require more slave workers. 

Hitler picked up a telephone on his desk and gave orders to /Vlbeit 
Speer. The concentration camps were to be emptied of every able- 
bodied man, woman and child if needs be, to meet the requirements 
of the rocket programme. Failure would not be tolerated. 

Von Braun left Hitler’s office as the Reich’s latest slave master. 


The urgency to meet the timetable of war enveloped President 1 1 atfield. 
Gilt-framed mirrors and paintings from Solomon Warfield’s mansion 
were taken down, wrapped in dustsheets and carried to removal 
vans. With them went cabin bathroom fittings, handcut glass and 
chandeliers, fine linen tablecloths and bedding. Carpets were ripped 
up. Flowerpots which had graced the upper deck were lowered o\'er 
the side on to a flat-back truck. It was like the ransacking of a 


medieval palace. 

In place of the artefacts came the armaments. A crane positioned 
mounts for four 20mm guns and the steel plating for a heavier gun, 
a 12-pounder, before it was bolted to its platform. Drillers fitted steel 
plating to protect the gunners and additional oil tanks to increase the 
ship’s sailing range. Around the pilothouse labourers positioned a 
six-inch coating of asphalt for protection. Other workmen used steel 

plating to protect cargo doors and hawse j:)ipes. 

The overhang at main deck level, which characterised all 

Chesapeake steamers, momentarily caused a jnoblcm. A na\al 
architect from the Admiralty assigned to the New York headquarters 
of the British Ministry^ of War Transport ordered the ox erhang be 
boxed in with heavy timbers. 1 he sleek hull, w hich had attracted so 
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many admiring glances since it had slid down the slipway on that 
Monday in February 1928, disappeared behind a planked casing. 

On the day of her final inspection, David Brierly felt as if 'the 
make-up on a Hollywood star has been torn away to reveal she is an 
old hag’. For two hours he clambered over the ship with the 
Admiralty architect, ready to answer any questions. There were 
none. President Waijield was ready for war. 

In the Third Reich 15 -year old Helena Levi, like all the other 
prisoners, went to work before dawn and returned to the conce¬ 
ntration camp at Mittelbau-Dora 12 hours later. The same harsh 
lights which encircled the camp lit her workplace far below ground. 
In her striped blue-and-white stained prison dress, her feet encased 
in the boots of an older woman who had died of exhaustion, Helena’s 
life was governed by the shouts of the guards - 'Schnell! SchnellF - and 
the crack of their whips on someone’s back as she carried the next 
piece of rock to a dumper truck and, when it was full, pushed it along 
the rail track to the surface. They were building von Braun’s under¬ 
ground site for his V-2 rocket. 

Helena had been among the first batch of prisoners. Within weeks, 
12,000 slave workers toiled below ground. Conditions were appalling 
and soon the death rate was so high that a crematorium had to be 
built near the entrance. Beside it was a multiple gallows on which 
prisoners suspected of sabotage, up to a dozen at a time, were 
hanged; they were left for a whole day for all to see before being cut 
down. With little ventilation and no sanitation or running water, 
malnutrition and disease were rife. Prisoners licked the putrid water 
oozing from the rock walls and the ground was slipper)’ with faeces. 
The work was back-breaking and there was the constant threat of a 
tunnel collapsing. Several did cave in, but being buried alive could 
only have been a welcome relief to escape this Dante’s Inferno. 

At daybreak on 20 August 1942, a military bus stopped beside 
President Waifielct s mooring on Pier 3 on Baltimore’s Pratt Street. As 
the passengers emerged, the air was filled with unfamiliar accents: 
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Scottish, Welsh, cockney and the broader voices o( the laiglisli shires. 
1 his was the Merchant Navy crew who iiad come to sail President 

W aijield to England. 

As was the case in eveiy sea |:)ort on the East Coast ol y\merica, the 
fate ol the ships which sailed from these })orts was an abiding concern 
to their citizens. In cathedrals, churches and synagogues they ollered 
up prayers for the safety ol their crews. 

In Washington, DC, Leo Bernstein murmured his own Jewish 
devotion as he watched worshippers enter St Mary’s Catholic 
Church across the road from his expanding real-estate business. His 


family were descendants ol those who had settled around 
Washington’s 5th Street, sur\ivors of the pogroms in Eastern Europe 
in the last century who had come to the United States. Leo had other 
relatives who were now in the hands of the Nazis. Every^thing he said 
and did was motivated by trying to save them. He was among the 
best fund-raisers in Washington for the United Jewish Appeal to help 
the war drive. After Pearl Harbor, he had given generously and kne^v 
how much he could expect from every person he approached, 
reminding them that each dollar would be used to help all the Jews 
in Europe. It was not only their fate that filled his prayers but the 
hope that God would answer his wish that the ships which left 
the East Coast would be spared to go and bring those Jews to the 
safe tv of Eretz 7Israel. 

So strong was his belief that, in the third year ol the war, he had 
started to put aside a portion of his income and encouraged others 
to do the same to help those desperate Jews in Europe. The more 
Leo prayed for their freedom the stronger grew his feeling they would 


be saved. 


Johann Goldman and Jacob Cohen, each wrapped in a lisherman s 
anorak against the chill wind blowing oil the North Sea, stood on 
the dyke at Den Helder watching the Kriegsmarine E-boat speeding 
by. For the past three days they had timed when it passed on its 
coastal patrol: 2pm and 7pm on its return to the naval base lurther 
up the coast. It was the hour when local lishing boats set out for a 
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night’s fishing. The youths had discovered that the German sentry in 
his hut on the quayside never counted the fishing boats as they left 
or returned to the harbour. Their plan had developed from there. 

There was a boat laid up in the harbour on which Johann’s uncle 
had worked before he was among the Jews deported to work in tiie 
Reich’s war factories. Johann had not told his aunt what he and 
Jacob planned to do. For the past two days they had checked the 
engine and filled its fuel tank. After watching the E-boat speeding 
past, they had once more gone to the harbour, two more fishermen 
going to prepare their boat for an evening’s fishing. Once at the 
fishing grounds, they intended to sail to England. 

As they passed the hut, the sentry emerged, rifle in hand, and 
asked for their papers. Inside the hut was a man in the familiar 
topcoat and fedora of the secret police. The sentry' handed the papers 
over to the Gestapo officer. He read them and emerged from the hut 
before waving to a closed truck parked further up the road to come 
forward. Johann and Jacob’s plan to escape to England was over. 

On board President Warfield Captain Williamson saw the dark shadow 
of the coastline long before he felt the easing of the swell that told 
him land was not far away. Within an hour, they were in the lee of 
the Western Isles, passing South Uist and heading towards the Inner 
Hebrides ofi'the west coast of Scotland. Ahead rose the hills of.\rgyll 
and Bute. Beyond lay their destination, Belfast. 


Chapter 6 

Westward Bound 


F or Gertruda, Easter 1943 would be a further opportunity to see 
liow much Michael had absorbed in her determination to pass him 
off not only as her child, but as one who, like her, beha\'ed as a devout 
Catholic. Every day, as he grew into a strong, sturdy boy, she taught 
him the Ten Commandments, the Catechism and the significance of 
the figure ofjesus on the cross she had bought for him in a shop selling 
Catholic artefacts in Cathedral Square in the Old Town. She 
encouraged him to call her Mutti, mother; she called him her little 
Mickey. Every Sunday she took him with her to Vilnius’s 
archdiocesan cathedral, having shown Michael how to bow his head 
towards the giant statue of Christ towering over the cathedral altar 
and make the sign of the cross. Among the congregation sat the 
German occupiers and their families. The officers in their \\ ehrmacht 
grey uniforms often nodded at her and patted Michael on the head, 
sometimes asking if, when he grew up, he would like to be a soldier. 

Gertruda always smiled non-committally. 

In contrast to the officers were the Lithuanian and Ukrainian 


soldiers who had been enlisted to round up Jewish children, dheie 
were now thousands in the ghetto: babies, little toddlers, all snatched 
from their parents on a day Gertruda would ne\’er Ibrget. Truckloads 
of Ukrainians had jumped from the lorries and grabbed the children ot 
doctors, dentists, shopkeepers and lawyers in the Jewish community. 


One young mother, Marsha Segal, recalled: ‘44ie guards looked 
e\’eiyrvhere; they opened e\'ery cellar and j])ulled out the childicn, like 
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catching rabbits, and from attics, from gardens, from everywhere. 
Mothers tried to give them wedding rings, everything they had. To 
describe how the children were herded on to those lomes is impossible. 
And in our house we had a small family; the little boy was a beautiful 
child with huge grey-blue eyes and I always used to tell him stories in 
the evening. I loved him. He was found hiding in the garden behind 
bushes and he was taken. He jumped from the lorry; then we knew 
the children were beyond rescue because the little boy was shot.’ 

It was to avoid such a fate that Gertruda had schooled Michael to 
become a Catholic. Because she spoke fluent German, word had 
spread among the local farmers that she would write letters to the 
occupying authority to obtain the permissions which controlled their 
li\ ^es. In return, Gertruda was paid with fresh-laid eggs and 
occasionally a chicken. 

After morning Mass when the weather was fine, she chose to walk 
with Mickey through Vingis Park, the city’s largest, or along the 
banks of the Vilna or Neris rwers. Sitting on the grass, Gertruda 
would explain to him the meaning of what the priest had been saving 
during his sermon. When the rivers froze in winter, they watched 
fishermen drill holes in the ice and fish with baited hooks. To the 
German patrols, they looked like any other mother and son. 

It would be years before Michael learned that Vilnius was known 
throughout the Jewish Diaspora as Verushalayim de Lita — the 
Jerusalem of Lithuania - comparable only to Jerusalem itself as a 
world centre for the study of the Torah. The city’s large Jewish 
population had once worshipped in a hundred difierent synagogues; 
only the Choral Synagogue would surv ive once the Nazis set about 
destroying the last vestiges of Judaism in the city. 

A year had now passed since Michael’s mother had been buried 
in the Vilna Gaon Cemeter)^, one of the Jewish graveyards in Vilnius. 
Gertruda had made the decision that neither she nor Michael would 
\asit the grav e, because it would be dangerous to arouse the curiositv' 
of one of the (jerman patrols that, day and night, were on the look¬ 
out for any jew who had managed to avoid being sent to the ghetto 
in the Old Town. 
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The Vilnius ghetto was tyi^ieal of many in the Reich. Its population 
was cut olTfroin the rest ol the city and only those with ]:)cnnits to work 
for the Germans could come and go through the guarded entrances. 
Yet when they were first sent to its ghetto, many Vilnius Jews felt a 
sense of relief, as they could walk without being afraid ol being abused 
or severely beaten. The ghetto was an enclave of narrow, curx ed streets 
and alleys, a mixture of elegant Gothic and Renaissance architectural 
styles that masked the reality of life in its confines. 

Sanitary conditions were inadequate, food and clean drinking 
water limited and medicine virtually non-existent. People shivered 
to death through the absence of fuel. Like all the others in the Reich, 
the ghetto was run by a Nazi-appointed Jewish committee, the 
Judenrat, and discipline was in the hands of the Ordnungsdienst, a 
Jewish police auxiliary. Both were despised for cooperating with 
the Nazis. 

It was this world of tension and fear that Gertruda had started to 
enter. She had learned that one of the doctors who had attended 
Michael’s mother while she was in hospital was himself now in the 
ghetto, one of a handful of physicians there. Gertruda’s first hurdle 
had been to see if she could help him. This problem had been over¬ 
come when she managed to find an old building which had doors 
opening into the ghetto from the street outside. 

With Michael safely tucked up in bed after saying the prayers she 
had taught him, Gertruda would gather up food and a bottle of clean 
water and make her way into the ghetto to visit the doctor. 

Her repeated acts of kindness were repaid a few months later when 
Michael was taken ill. Knowing she could not risk calling for another 
doctor in case he saw that Michael was circumcised and reported 
the fact he was ajew, Gertruda had once more gone into the ghetto. 
The physician had immediately agreed to risk both their lives by 
making a house call. After examining Michael, he prescribed bed 
rest and bowls of chicken soup and solt-boiled eggs. 

On her next visit, Gertruda had brought the doctor a chicken and 
a dozen eggs. But the risk for anyone helping a Jew was escalating. 
Outside her apartment block was a large notice warning that any 
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Gentile hiding a Jew faced summary execution. There were hun¬ 
dreds of similar posters all around Vilnius. 

On Easter Sunday in 1943, Gertruda had dressed Michael in the 
new topcoat, trousers and boots she had bought him. He would look as 
smart as any of the children at morning Mass. The bells were ringing 
out across the city and they were about to enter Cathedral Square when 
a German patrol stopped them. What happened next remained in 
Michael’s memory a lifetime later. When asked how he could remem¬ 
ber so \dvidJy, he would simply reply: ‘How could I forget? There were 
four soldiers. They surrounded us, pointing their rifles. One of them 
said to me, “Take down your pants.” I shook my head. Gertruda had 
said that when I played with some of the local boys and I had to go to 
the bathroom, I must never pee in front of the other boys because they 
would see I was circumcised and tell the Gemians I was a Jew. We lived 
in that sort of climate. Betrayal w as common. People did it to gain 
favours or, in the case of turning in ajew, often enjoying what they had 
done. Gertruda had pulled me to her and asked the soldier what gave 
him the right to order her son to take down his trousers. The soldier 
repeated the order, “Take down your pants, boy!” The moment I did, 
I knew Gertruda and I would be dead. One of the soldiers grabbed me 
before she could move and pulled at my pants. Suddenly a voice 
shouted, “Halt! Leave him alone! The boy is not Jewish!’” 

The startled soldiers stepped back, lowering their rifles. Facing 
them was an SS officer who had smiled at Gertruda in church. 

'RausP he shouted at the soldiers. 

They saluted and hurried away. 

When Gertruda thanked him, the officer shrugged: ‘It is getting to 
be dangerous here. We are not all savages. But you must take care.’ 

He touched the peak of his hat and marched away. 

fVom the steps of the cathedral, Gertruda turned and looked back 
across the sqtiare. 44ie officer was gone. But in her mind a plan was 
forming of how she could further protect Michael. 


Daniel feinstein was among hundreds of children in the ghetto. He was 
10 years old when he had been brought there bv Ukrainian soldiers in 
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an Action^ a roiincl-iip, in which his parents had been murdered by them. 
Daniel now knew that such killings were a regular event. 

Other boys already there had told him he was lucky to be alive; 
Ukrainians liked to kill children. He had learned much else in the 
ghetto. Boys found that their hair stopped growing and girls that 
their menstruation ceased. An older boy said it was a symptom of 


confinement. 

Religious customs were forbidden. Sickness was rife. People wore 
hand-me-down clothes. Begging for food was routine, as was stealing. 

One day an SS officer strolling through the ghetto smiled at a little 
girl and asked if she would like a sweet. The child nodded and he 
told her to open her mouth. When she did he shot her in the mouth. 

It had taught Daniel not to take anything from the soldiers who 
regularly came to the ghetto to snatch people to be sent to the 
concentration camps. It was also a reminder that he must sur\'ive so 
that one day he could help others. 


Chaim Weizmann planned to work yet another long day. As usual, 
he awoke before dawn in the suite he and Vera occupied in the 
Dorchester Hotel, overlooking London s Hyde Park. Aftei a 
breakfast of coffee and toast, he walked across the park, his briefcase 
filled with scientific papers that he had read into the small hours and 
would hand to his chemists in their cramped laboratory in a small 
house in Knightsbridge. 

W eizmann was now 69 years old and his lifestyle remained 
exhausting: long transatlantic flights followed by late-night meetings 
with senior military^ officers in his capacity as the Ministiy of Supply s 
senior adviser on chemical warfare; demands made in his role as 
president of the Zionist Federation; lectures to scientific institutes; 
fund-raising dinners for Jewish organisations. In between, he wrote 
briefing papers for Churchill’s Cabinet. At every opportunity, he 
raised the question of the fate of the millions ofjews in the concen¬ 
tration camps. 

In his office was a filing cabinet filled with evidence of Nazi 
atrocities and stories ofjewish resistance. Fhe information had been 
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passed on by journalists of neutral countries, who were still able to 
report from inside the Reich, and members of the foreign 
governments-in-exile in London. From time to time, he also received 
rej^orts from MIG. Since his successful mission to Basel to discover the 
extent of Nazi plans for chemical warfare, his relationship with 
Stewart Menzies, its chief, had developed and he recewed copies of 
reports dealing with Jewish underground groups in several ghettos. 

But Weizmann increasingly found the fate of Europe’s Jews was 
not a priority in either London or Washington, DC. When he had 
tried to raise the matter with President Roosevelt, ‘I found his 
response was cordial but non-committal.’ 

Weizmann had urged Churchill to order the BBC to publicise 
information gathered by MIG on conditions in the concentration 
camps. But the BBC prevaricated. An internal memo argued: ‘To 
stress the racial aspects of' the killings would be to identify them as 
Jews and this would have some negative impact on the propaganda 
value of showing the Nazis were carry ing out mass murder.’ 

But within the Cabinet the issue of what Deputy Prime \Iinister 
Clement Attlee called ‘the Jewish Question’ continued to command 
Churchill’s attention. His demand for Jews to emigrate en masse to 
Palestine after the war ‘irrespective of the quota’ had been discussed 
at a War Cabinet meeting on 5 March 1942. Instead the Cabinet 
approved a resolution that ‘all practical steps should be taken to 
discourage illegal immigration to Palestine at the end of the war’. 

The obdurate attitude of some Cabinet members was not just anti- 
Semitism, but an ignorance of'what was happening in Europe; there 
were many people who claimed ‘psychological barriers’ made it hard 
for them to comprehend wiiat they were hearing. When the BBC 
finally began to broadcast warnings to the Germans promising 
retribution for their crimes against thejews, the policy-makers of the 
Foreign Oflice argued that ‘too much publicity will inevitably 
generate jnessure by thejewish lobbyists to force us to mount special 
rescue operations which would be detrimental to the war effort’. 

Arthur Randall, the head of the Foreign Office Refugee 
Department, minuted on 22 Februaiy 1943: ‘Thejewish disaster is 
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only part of the vast human problem ofPmrope under Nazi control. 
Other parts are starving children, the deliberate extinction of the 
Polish and Czech intelligentsia, forced labour and spiritual 
perv'ersion of youth.’ 

The Ministry of Information refused to publicise what it called 
‘any special mention of the Jews as it would be believed that a people 
singled out for such treatment were probably a bad lot. Therefore to 
make special mention of their plight would increase domestic anti- 
Semitism by making the home public more conscious of their own 
animosities towards their Jewish neighbours.’ 

Richard Law, Under-Secretary of the State at the Foreign Office, 
had answered an appeal by Weizmann to establish a separate relief 
organisation for Jews! ‘The Jews have without doubt suffered 
enormously by Hitler’s deliberate policy. But other people have 
suffered as well, and to separate the Jews as a racial problem would 
surely play into the hands of anti-Semitism.’ 

It was against this attitude that Chaim Weizmann continued to 
fight for the lives of the millions of Jews in the Nazi death camps. 

Freddie Kronenberg began another year in Auschwitz. He was 15 
years old and, apart from his duty to raise and lower the barrier at 
the camp gate, he had been made a Laufer, one of the messengers 
assigned to Joseph Kramer, the camp’s SS Kommandant. 

Throughout the day, he carried messages in envelopes from 
Kramer to the SS commanders of various sub-camps and to Dr 
Mengele in his medical facility. Freddie learned to ignore the barking 
guard dogs and the pleading from prisoners for him to help them. 
There was nothing he could do, would dare do. 

Freddie had taken messages to the industrial area of Auschwitz 
where Zyklon-B, the poison used in the gas chambers, was 
manufactured by Degesch, a subsidiary of the I.G. Farben chemical 
conglomerate. Every day covered trucks containing fresh quantities 
of the poison were driven along what Kramer called der Himmelstrasse, 
the gateway to heaven. 

One day Kramer gave Freddie an envelope to take to the SS 
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commander of the ‘sorting hut’. Prisoners were sifting through 
women’s corsets and dresses and filling buckets with jewellery: 
wedding rings in one, earrings in another, necklaces and brooches in 
a third. The buckets were sealed with sacking. The piles of clothes 
were neatly folded and packed into boxes. All were marked for 
transportation to Germany. 

Every morning the camp orchestra, prisoners who had been 
selected by Alma Rose, its conductor, who was a niece of the 
celebrated composer Gustav Mahler, played marches at the camp 
gate as workers were escorted to the industrial area. In the evening 
when they returned, the orchestra played Strauss waltzes and often 
SS guards came and stood to listen. 

For Freddie, another horror marked the onset of Passov er in 1943. 
Three young boys who worked in an ammunition factorv' had been 
caught trying to sabotage the shells. .\11 the prisoners were marched 
to the gallows in the middle of the camp. Standing at the foot of the 
platform were the three boys, hands bound behind their backs. One 
by one they walked to the gallows. Each shouted defiance before the 
trapdoor dropped. The youths were left to hang for two days before 
Kramer, on one of his walkabouts, said he found the stench too 
upsetting and ordered the bodies cut down for cremation. 

Day and night trains filled with Jews poured into Auschwitz from 
all over Eastern Europe to replace the hundreds of thousands of 
prisoners who had been gassed and cremated. Their ashes were 
disposed of by the Sonderkommando, the special Jewish unit selected to 
work in the gas chambers and crematoria. One of them had burned 


the bodies of his wife and children and, when Kramer learned of this, 
he sent Freddie with an order to have the Sonderkommando executed in 
case he went mad and attacked the Kommandant on his walks. 


On 4 January 1944, Werner von Braun, wrapped in a heaw fur- 
collared coat against the sub-zero temperatures, arrived at the 
Mittelbau-Dora facility to watch the first of the rockets being loaded 
on to trucks Ibr their journey west to be launched against England. 
Helping to load the trucks was Helena Le\'i and hundreds of slave 
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labourers working under von Braun’s watchful eyes. By nightfall the 
last of the trucks were loaded and driven away. W erner von Braun 
in his chauireur-driven Mercedes followed. I rudging behind came 
the sur\dving slave labourers. Helena did not know where they were 
going. No one did. Lightly clad and ill-shod, they marched on. I’hose 
who fell behind were shot by the SS guards and left lying on the 
frozen ground. In between there were brief halts for food. The guards 
had ration packs, while the slaves dug up roots from frozen fields. 


By February 1944, Miriam Bergman had been inside Bergen-Belsen 
concentration camp for fiv^e years. She knew no other life. She was 
a pretty teenager and ignored the looks she attracted from guards by 
dressing as shabbily as possible in the clothes of an old woman. 

Early on she had learned that survival depended on understanding 
the language of the camp. Part German, part Yiddish, it had its own 
key word: organise. It stood for barter: to buy, to sell, to get food to 
survive. To organise her life meant getting into the right work party, 
inside the camp. Those outside the fences were dangerous, because 
she could be raped. In one of the kitchens, preferably cooking for the 
guards, she had an opportunity to steal food. If she couldn’t get a job 
in the kitchen, organise meant joining a work party in the guards’ 
hospital compound, where she could get drugs to sell for food. Food 
kept her alive. Drugs kept her healthy. Organise meant when to take 
her place in the food line so that by the time it came for a cook to 
serv'e her, the soup was near the bottom of a barrel, making it thicker 
and more nourishing. If it contained pieces of meat, there may ev en be 
enough to use for bartering: a chunk for a slice of bread. Organise was 

everything. 

By 1944, Bergen-Belsen, which had once been considered a ‘good’ 
camp — one where extermination was not routine — had become a 
place where those who survived the death marches were brought; 
a place no longer with running water or sanitation, where dysentery 
and ty^ohus vaed to kill people; a place where the dead lay on the 
ground, adding to the stench from the livang with then shaven heads 
and their obscene striped jwjama suits. 
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It was here that Miriam was determined to continue to organise her 
life so she could wait for the day when liberation would come. 


On 6. June 1944, within hours of the start, the home-made wirelesss 
concealed in the concentration camps told inmates that the great 
drive into Hitler’s Euroj^e had begun. In their huts, among the dead 
and dying, hope was rekindled. They prayed and continued saying 
Kaddish^ the prayer for the dead. 

In Auschwitz, Freddie Kronenberg learned the invasion had 
started when he was given a message to deliver by Kommandant 
Kramer to an SS officer in his quarters. The man was already half 
drunk, waving his pistol in the air and cursing the radio for rej^orting 
that the ^Allies had landed in France. He had torn up the message 
and yelled at Freddie to get out as he closed the door behind him. 
There was a shot. The officer had killed himself'. 


In Bergen-Belsen, Miriam Bergman was asleep under her bunk 
something she did to protect the tablets she had stolen from the camp 
hospital - when the woman in the bunk abov e awoke her to say that 
soon they would be free. A cook in the hut had heard the news of the 
inv^asion on the camp’s kitchen wireless. 

In Westerbork,Johann andjacob had sat outside their hut trving 
to decide how long it would take the first .Allied troops to reach the 
camp. It was now dark and the wireless hidden in the hut had said 
the invasion had started at dawn. They agreed the Allies must come 
soon as Holland was close to Britain. 

On the march from v on Braun’s rocket f'acilitv, Helena Fev i nev er 
learned the invasion had started. The guard who carried a wireless 
had thrown it away after its batteries expired. 


On a blusteiy Saturday ev ening, 20 May 1944, rain spattering on his hat 
and raincoat, Fieutenant Oeorge Boyer stood on a dockside at Banv 
Port in South \\ ales, staring uj) at his f'u'st command. President 11 a/Jie/d. In 
Boyer’s bri('fcase were the documents confirming President f 1 ^aifieldhcXcX 
been discharged from the Royal Navy and transferred to the United 
States Navy, with himseil as the ship’s commanding officer. Fhere was 
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one matter to be completed. Before he and his officers and the crew 
standing behind him could step on board, the British flag had to be 
lowered for the last time, d hat done, Boyer ordered his crew to board. 
Alter he had conducted his ship inspection, he had sat in the wardroom 
with his officers and addres.sed them for the first time: ‘The .sooner we 
get her looking like a ship in the United States Navy, the better for 
eveiyone.’ Outside the rain lashed the decks. 

President l\ a)fiel(f s short crossing from Barry' Port to Plymouth - 
dying for the first time fr om her masthead the Star's and Stripes - 
was accompanied by the continirous roar of aircraf t passing ov erhead 
to bomb the French coast in support of the Allied troops struggling 
to adv ance off the beaches into Normandy. 

A team of carpenters was waiting when she ar riv ed in Plymouth 
harbour to remove the planking. For the first time since Baltimore, 
fier sleek hull was fully revealed. The work done, she slipped her 
mooring and steamed out of the harbour to join a conc oy heading for 
Normandv. It was davbr eak when she anchored in Sector 23 off 
Omaha Beach. In the distance, smoke r'ose from the rubble ofx illages 
beyond the headlands. 

Among the first sur'vwor's of tfie carnage who wer'e br ought aboard 
President Waifield to rest wer'e men with harr'owing stories^. The soldier 
impaled on barbed wire, his body shredded with machine-gun fire. 
The KAF Typhoon fighter-bomber laying waste an entire platoon of 
German soldiers waving pieces of white cloth in one of the rax ines 
which led to the cliff tops. The two old women in nightdresses 
r unning across the headlands before a bur st of gxinfir e had sent them 
tumbling on to the beach. One soldier descr ibed a little girl sitting 
beside a headless pony. There were so many stories. 

At night, when Lieutenant Boyer made his last r ound, he could 
hear the r'estless mur'muring of the men in their birnks. All too soon 
they would be ferried back to the shore to rejoin the push deeper 
into Nor'mandy. 


David Ben-Gurion’s book-lined office in the Jewish Agency Building 
in Jerusalem was on the second floor of the fortr ess-like str uctur e. 
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where for many years its stone walls had enclosed Jewish hopes for 
fulfilment of their yearning for a homeland. Five years of war in 
Europe had deepened the lines around his eyes and lips and left his 
hair whiter and thinner. But well into middle age, Ben-Gurion’s voice 
had lost none of its orator’s power. 

Since early morning he had sat in the high-backed leather chair 
behind his desk beneath two framed images on the wall. One was a 


copy of the Balfour Declaration. The other was a map of Europe on 
which was superimposed the names and locations of e\'er\^ concen¬ 
tration camp in the Third Reich: names stretching from \\ esterbork 
in the west to Treblinka and Sobibor in East Prussia and south to 
Natzweiler. Clustered in the middle were even more infamous names: 
Bergen-Belsen, Ravensbriick, Sachsenhausen, Dachau, Mauthausen 
and Auschwitz. In all there were now 32 places of unspeakable e\'il 
where millions of his people had already died and a million more, he 
feared, waited to be sent to their deaths. Ben-Gurion would include 
that possibility in the speech he was drafting in his bold handwriting: 


We must be aw^are of the fallacy that the smashing of Hitlerism 
alone will free the w orld of its ills and the Jew ish people of its 
misery. There is something fundamentally wrong in 
civilisation, if a Hitler can bring the whole of mankind to such 
a pass, and something fundamentally wrong in the Jewish set¬ 
up if, whenever there is any trouble, Jews are singled out as its 
first and most catastrophic victims. Victor}' over Hitler will not 
be an end, but the beginning of a new' set-up for the world and 
ourselves. To build it w'ill need a maximum effort by the entire 
Jewish people, in the Diaspora and in Palestine. As part of the 
great human cause, America, England and other nations that 
champion humanity may be expected to help us. But we must 
also exj)ect to do the job ourseh'es. Palestine will be as Jewish 
as the Jews will make it. 


Ben-(iurion’s theme for his speech had been on his mind since that 
June morning when the Palestine Radio Company had interrupted 
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its programme with news of the launcli of I)-l)ay. Siiicx* then he had 
listened to every bulletin on the radio in his oflice and regularly 
telephoned his old friend Shimshon Lifshitz at \\\q Jerusalejn Posl^ the 
foremost English-language newspaper north of Cairo and Zionism’s 
most articulate public voice in the Middle East. 

From the paper’s first issue in 1932, Lifshitz had been its head 
printer and in the composing room were copies of some of the front 
pages he had set: Hitler coming to power, Kristallnacht, the invasion 
of Poland, the Battle of Britain, Pearl Harbor and now D-Day. F’or 
each event he had chosen a typeface he felt would suit the story and 
picked out the inverted ty]3e with a speed that other compositors 
envied. After D-Day he had also kept wire service reports from 
Reuters and the Associated Press of America, and marked them up 
with a printer’s pencil gripped between his stubby fingers for Ben- 
Gurion to read. On 25 August, hardly able to contain his excitement, 
he called Ben-Gurion with the news that Paris had been liberated. 

He shouted into the phone, ‘We are winning. Everywhere we are 
winning!’ 

Ben-Gurion had looked at the map delineating the concentration 
camps and spoke quietly, ‘My friend, I am glad for Paris. But will 
the Allies save our people in time?’ 

After the call Ben-Gurion added a final paragraph to the speech 
he would deliver to the meeting of the Jewish Agency: 


When it comes to the end of the Second W orld W ar, it w ill not 
be the end of our war. With the defeat of the Nazis, it becomes 
our bounden duty to go to any extreme necessary to rescue 
what the Germans have left of the variousjewish communities. 
We will have to lead those survivors openly or by stealth 
through war-torn lands and across borders to the sea and 
thence to the shores of their homeland, to bring home on our 
shoulders those of our people who have been left alive. 


Chapter 7 

The Rabbi’s Mission 


I n their suite in London’s Dorchester Hotel, Chaim and Vera 
Weizmann had become devoted to the BBC Home Service 
bulletins. For the past three months, since 13 June 1944, the 
newscasts had led with the devastation caused by Werner von 
Braun’s V-1 rockets, which continued to fall on the capital. The 
missiles, Vergeltungswaffe-l, or Reprisal-1, had introduced a new 
horror into warfare, each unmanned weapon flying at 155 miles an 
hour to deliver a one-ton payload of high explosives. It was identified 
by its distinctive buzz, followed by the brief silence as its rockets cut 
out, then the devastating crash as it struck the ground. There were 
scores of missiles, each 25 feet long, which had been assembled in 
the underground caves where Helena Le\'i and her fellow prisoners 
had then loaded them on to trucks for transportation to launch pads 
within striking distance of London. The toll from the rockets would 
eventually leave over 5,000 dead or injured and a million homes, 
schools, churches and hospitals destroyed or damaged. 

For the WTizmanns, there was the option to escape by going to 
America. Churchill had hinted that no one would think the worse of 
them lor doing that, reminding Weizmann that he had already made 
an invaluable contribution to the war effort. Invitations to start a new 
life were accompanied by offers not only to resettle them in a suitable 
home in the United States, but to supply them with substantial 
guarantees of funds for any research institute Chaim Weizmann 
wished to Ibund. 
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Each ofier had been politely declined, "hhe Weizmanns agreed 
that if they did leave London, there was only one place they would 
go to: Palestine, and the home in Rehovot that they had planned so 
carefully but where they had spent little time enjoying its comforts. 
They also agreed it would be the perfect place to celebrate Chaim’s 
70th birthday. 

He would take with him the assurance from Winston Churchill of 
a ‘plan that would create a Jewish National Home’. The Prime 
Minister had first hinted at it when he invited Weizmann to lunch at 
Chequers in November 1944. That night in his diary, Weizmann 
wrote: ‘He spoke of partition and declared himself in favour of 
including the Negev in the Jewish territory. And while he made it 
clear there would be no active steps taken until the war was over, he 
was in touch with Roosevelt on the matter.’ 

Two days later the Weizmanns set off for Palestine. They arrived 
in Rehovot to a warm welcome. While Vera began refurbishing their 
home, her husband set about testing the viability of a new homeland. 
There was much to encourage him: productivity had leapt since he 
was last in Palestine, with over 600,000 Jews working to create a 
powerful democracy, ready to welcome Europe’s Jewry once 
Germany was defeated. 

Days after his return, Chaim Weizmann called on David Ben- 
Gurion in his home on Keren Kayemet Street in Tel A\dv. The two 
men embraced cordially, then Ben-Gurion led his guest into his study. 
Like his office in the Jewish Agency, it overflowed with books on 
philosophy and history. For a while, sipping coffee, they spoke about the 
war and the fate of the survdvingjews in the camps. Beyond the open 
study window came the sound of waves crashing on a nearby beach. 

Ben-Gurion said it must have been the first sound refugees had 
heard all those years ago when they stumbled ashore from a 
blockade-runner. Sitting back in his chair, Weizmann spoke with a 
new certainty: ‘Soon our people will be able to come home without 
having to do that.’ 

Ben-Gurion had looked at him intently, then asked, ‘How do you 
know?’ 
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‘Mr Churchill has a plan. I do not know the details. But he will 
make it public when the war is over. Pray it will be soon.’ 

His host stared, nodding his head, saying nothing. 

As autumn 1944 turned to winter, the ocean once more became 
capricious olT Omaha Beach. It tugged fiercely at President WaTfielct s 
anchor chain or suddenly shrouded the ship in cloying, acrid fog that 
reminded Lieutenant Boyer of San Francisco Bay. He had ordered 
the ship’s distinctive whistle to blow every 30 seconds to warn off any 
other boat in the vicinity. Then, as quickly as it had dropped away, 
the wind would return with renewed fury' to disperse the fog and once 
more send President Waijield bucking like a wild animal as she tried to 
break from her moorings. 

While she remained tethered off Omaha Beach the full horror of 
the concentration camps began to unfold. British and American 
interrogation officers pieced together accounts from German prisoners 
of war. They told the same gi'uesome stories of summary^ executions, 
torture, gassings and piles of cremated bodies. The interrogation 
reports made their way through the chain of command to General 
Eisenhower and General Montgomer\y who sent them to the War 
Office in London, where a selection were delivered to Churchill and 
Stewart Menzies. The MIG chief took them to the meeting of the Joint 
Chiefs of StafF, who gathered regularly to discuss progress in the war. 
The question of what would happen to those who survived the death 
camps and wanted to go to Palestine was raised. Menzies 
recommended the matter should be held over until hostilities ended. 


Inside Westerbork shortage of food had become critical in the 

O 

unusually bitter weather that winter. Prisoners slowly wasted away; 
even the j^hysical effort of scavenging through the waste bins from the 
camp kitchen left inmates exhausted. The cold turned their huts into 
ice boxes. Prisoners huddled together and chewed on strips of wood, 
shoes Ifom one of the newly dead, anything that could be found. 

/\t morning roll call, those who dropped with fatigue were shot 
where they lay. Those who had died in their sleep overnight were 
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robbed of their clothing and taken away by barrow to the nearest 
lime pit. Some of the women sold their bodies for a slice of bread or 
a cup of mushy sugar beet, the hbrous roots used to feed cattle. 
Steadily starvation did its work. The only flicker of hope came from 
those huts where there was a smuggled wireless. The Allies were 
coming slowly, but they were on their way. 

Johann Goldman shared the duty of protecting the wireless in their 
hut from discovery and took turns with Jacob Cohen to go and 
search for food. One afternoon, when it was Johann’s turn, he made 
his way to the kitchen area; the guards would have eaten their 
midday meal and the slops would have ended up in the waste bins. 
Sometimes the guards stood and watched the scavenging. Johann 
had walked a little distance from the hut when he heard shouting 
from inside. Jacob appeared, gripped by two guards, followed by an 
SS officer carrying the wireless in one hand and a pistol in the other. 
The officer crushed the wireless under his boot and told the guards 
to release Jacob. Smilingly, the officer ordered Jacob to pick up the 
pieces of the wireless. As he did so, the officer shot him through the 
skull and walked away. 

Lieutenant Commander Edward Anthony Savile Bailey stood on the 
dockside in William Denny & Brothers shipyard in Dumbarton, 
Scotland. He was an imposing figure in his uniform and topcoat with 
its epaulettes displaying his rank, and passing workmen nodded 
towards him as they hurried about their business. 

Bailey was a veteran of the Atlantic war, with four commendations 
and a Distinguished Service Cross, awarded for sinking a U-boat. 
Standing on the dockside, he viewed the ship that soon would be his 
responsibility: HMS Childers, A C-class destroyer, scheduled to be 
launched in February 1945, with her all-welded structure and a top 
speed of 31 knots, generated by two three-drum boilers and two-shaft 
turbines, she would be the first of a generation. 

From the dockside Bailey continued to study the destroyer. Its 
decks were hlled with workmen who came and went and from 
somewhere below their hammers and drills gave life to the ship. 
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From her square-cut hull to the bows that sheered outwards, she 
radiated power: the guns were in place, the radar and 
communications mast aerials had been fitted and her first coat of 
naval grey applied. In places it was sploshed with dabs of red lead to 
indicate particular parts of the hull that needed to be checked, as if 
a woman had applied her lipstick too quickly to match her drab 
wartime dress. But ev'erything about HMS Childers^ Bailey decided, 
was male: from quarterdeck to fo’c’s’le and bridge, she was a warship. 
He could not wait to take her into battle. 


On the evening of 12 January 1945, the men made their separate 
ways through the Old City of Jerusalem, timing their journeys for 
when the British Army patrols would not be in the area. Each was a 
senior officer in the Haganah and knew he would be arrested for 

O 

belonging to an organisation the Mandate had outlawed. 

Reaching the narrow, cobbled Street of the Jews, a man stopped 
before a heavy wooden door in a recessed archway and knocked. Fhe 
door immediately opened and another man led the way across a stone- 
slabbed courtyard laid 200 years before into the home of Rabbi 
Mordechai Weingarten. At the rear of the house was a large study, the 
rabbi’s inner sanctum. On the right-hand doorpost was a rnezuzah^ 
holding the parchment scroll containing the words of the Shema 
prayer. 

Visitors could only have been awed bv the contents of the hand- 

* / 

carved shehx's which lined the walls from the marbled floor to the 
high ceiling, painted a restful shade of green. Crammed on to the 
shcK'es were many hundreds ol leather-bound books, some well over 
a centurv old, and documents in unmarked folders so onlv Rabbi 
W eingarten knew what was inside. 

4'hcre was a volume ol'the Shulchan Amelia the main codification of 
lewish Law and ritual derived from the Talmud. Rabbi Weingarten, 
himsell'a Falmudist, was the community’s expert on the whole bodv 
ol Jewish tradition. Ca)j)i(‘s ol documents occupied many shelves. 
Other sheK es held records of the dead, each including details of 
when sfiivali, the seven-day j)eriod of mourning, had started and 
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finished, and when sh/osinm, the second, less intensive ritual of 
mourning, had ended after 30 days. 

One wall of shelving was given over to the speeches and writings 
of Theodor Herzl, the founder of Zionism, and authors who had 
written about such diverse subjects as the foundation of the principal 
ghettos in Europe and the religious holidays of Judaism. The 
Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament, had a shelf for 
themselves. On other shelves were political books dealing with not 
only the history ofjudaism, but its impact on other nations. Some 
were written in Russian, German and Arabic, languages the rabbi 
spoke. In a corner of that shelf was a copy of the Balfour Declaration. 

The contents of the study represented a lifetime of learning by 
Rabbi V\ eingarten, now in his 80th year and the oldest member of 
a family who had lived in the Old City for two centuries. As he 
received his visitors on that cool January evening, the rabbi 
embraced each man in turn and motioned for them to be seated on 
one of the semicircle of chairs already set out. 

The rabbi was the chairman of the Old City’s Jewish Council, but 
his influence extended across the Diaspora. A respected figure in 
British and America Jewry, his contacts extended into the Third 
Reich. There were Germans - opposed to Hitler and Nazism - who 
hoped he would speak for them when the war ended in return for 
providing information. Through his network of contacts. Rabbi 
Weingarten had developed a clear picture of what was happening to 
the Jews in the concentration camps. 

A committed pacifist, the rabbi nevertheless shared with his visitors 
the same vision of a free nation. Ov er the years it had made him a 
trusted ally, able to obtain information that could be acted upon. 

The first person to arrive was Moshe Bar-Cilad, who had travelled 
from Istanbul. Thinner since the time he had gone to Vienna to 
negotiate with Eichmann, he still wore the suit he had bought for 
that occasion. In turn, Eliyahu Colomb, Ze’ev' Shind and \ehuda 
Arazi were greeted by their host. Colomb still bore the signs of a 
recent illness that had left his face pale and pinched, d'he other two 
men had the tired look that c.^me from sharing the burden of the 
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Haganah leadership; inner conflicts had marked their faces from 
those times they had been compelled to send one of their subor¬ 
dinates on some dangerous mission that could lead to arrest, 
imprisonment or even death by hanging after a Mandate court trial. 
Munya Mardor, who had seiz ed with the men in the study, recalled: 
‘In an illegal military group known intimately to each other in their 
normal domestic roles, hard decisions were not less painful because 
we knew our leaders would themselves do what we were asked to 
carry out. But they often sent us into action without us knowing what 
it was all about. That required a great deal of trust on both sides.’ 

Shind spoke English with an American accent, from his x isits during 
the war to the United States with Ben-Gurion on fund-raising missions 
for the Jewish Agency. Shind’s duties included acting as a bodyguard 
for the Zionist leader and ensuring the transfer of pledged funds. 

In the Haganah it was said no novelist would have dared inx^ent 
Yehuda Arazi. Stocky, with a firm grip, he had dealt with many a 
criminal during his years as an inspector in the Palestine Police Force, 
but no one in the Mandate suspected Arazi was a high-\'alue Haganah 
spy. He had photographed sensitive documents — sometimes entire 
police files — and carried them to a building near Jerusalem’s General 
Post Office. VVlien a Haganah officer had once asked for specific 
information, Arazi had replied, ‘You get what you get.’ 

The issue was never raised again. From then on Arazi was re¬ 
garded as his own man, a maverick like no other. In 1940, he had 
resigned from the police to join the British Army. On the day he 
went to the recruiting office, Yossi Harel was in the queue before 
him. While Harel had ended up as a British Army truck drh er in the 
Fibyan Desert, Yehuda Arazi’s police experience had attracted 
Britain’s Sj)ecial Operations Executive (SOE), which had been 
ordered by Churchill to set Nazi-occupied Europe alight. 

4 rained in the latest techniques of sabotage, Arazi had been sent 
to the Balkans with a small team of fellow saboteurs. The unit had 
remarkable success in blowing up trains and railway trucks with 
explosives shaped as coal. A j)rice had been put on the gi'oup by the 
Gestapo, which at one time had over a hundred agents trying to 
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capture Arazi and his men. In London, Arazi was regarded as a key 
operative. No one suspected he had also remained a Haganah spy. 
As well as relaying the details to London on the radio set SOL had 
given him, Arazi copied them to Room 1 7 in the Histadrut Building 
on Allenby Street in Tel Aviv, where Golomb still kept concealed in 
his desk the radio receiver/transmitter. 

The last to arrive was David Shaltiel, the son of an old Sephardic 
family from Hamburg, who was younger than the others, with horn¬ 
rimmed glasses and a prominent nose. In his early teens he had 
shrugged off the constraints of religious life and scandalised his 
devout mother by eating pork on the fast day of Yom Kippur, the 
holiest day in the Jewish calendar. He had emigrated to Palestine, 
arriving with a kitbag on his shoulder. T he wiry youth with a 
charming manner had landed a job as a bellboy in a Tel Aviv hotel. 
A wealthy guest offered him a post as his butler. Shaltiel lasted a 
month after reading a magazine article about the gambling tables of 
Monte Carlo. He worked his passage on a steamer to the South 
of France and played the tables; within days he had lost all his money 
and joined the Foreign Legion. He was 23 years old. He fought in 
North Africa and later became a sergeant with the Medaille de la 
Merite pinned to his chest. Afterwards he settled in Paris and worked 
as a salesman for Shell Oil. 

The rise of anti-Semitism in Europe rekindled his faith. He 
joined the Zionist Movement and began to recruit Jewish youths to 
go to Palestine. Soon his talent came to the attention of the 
Haganah and he was summoned to Tel Aviv. They liked his style 
and sent him back to Europe to act as the organisation s arms 
buyer. In 1936 he was arrested by the German border police trying 
to smuggle 100,000 Reich marks into the country. He said he was 
a gambler on his way to a casino in Berlin. He was tortured by the 
Gestapo, sent to Dachau shortly after it oj^ened and put in charge 
of the burial squads. He would recall: ‘dlie gravediggers had the 
best job as they could divide up the corpses’ clothes among 
themselves. I reorganised them so that the fittest dug the graves 
and the neediest got the clothes.’ 
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In 1939 he was inexplicably released and made his way back to 
Palestine, welcomed as one of the first authentic heroes of the Haganah. 

In the same scholarly voice, which for over half a century had 
captivated his synagogue congregation. Rabbi Weingarten reminded 
the men sitting before him that, despite support in London for a Jewish 
hom.^'land, there still remained a gulf between promises and results. 
The rabbi walked over to the shelf, picked out a book and identified it 
as the reports of Britain’s Labour Party at their annual conference. 

He began to read: ‘1943. Conference continues to support its 
traditional policy in favour of building Palestine as the Jewish 
National Home.’ He turned to another page: ‘1944. Conference 
accepts there is neither hope nor meaning in a Jewish National 
Home unless we are prepared to let Jews, if they wish to, enter this 
tiny land in such numbers as to become a majority. There was a 
strong case for this before the war. There is an irresistible case now 
after the unspeakable atrocities of the cold and calculated Nazi plan 
to kill all the Jews of Europe.’ 

Rabbi Weingarten closed the book and addressed the Haganah 
men, as recalled by David Shaltiel: “‘But will that be Labour’s 
position after the war?” he asked, and answered the question himself. 
Nobody could be sure. He said that the reason he had asked us to 
meet him w^as to urge us once more to be ready to bring home the 
sur\'ivors of the death camps to their Homeland. He had paused and 
added, that is Homeland with a capital “H”.’ 

In Auschwitz, the fate of those prisoners in Hider’s largest concentration 
camp — 20 square miles — who had not been gassed and cremated was 
being settled by early 1945. Out of the several million wTo had passed 
under the barrier Freddie Kronenberg had raised, there were only 
125,000 prisoners left. Sitting in Kommanclant Joseph Kramer’s outer 
office, waiting for further orders, Freddie could hear Kramer shouting 
down the })hone that the executions would be finished on time. 

That night the sound of heavy artilleiy and gunfire was joined by 
the bombing of Buna Monowitz - a sub-camp at the end of the 
Auschwitz complex where chemists had been trying to create 
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synthetic oil. Though the bombs never fell near the gas chambers or 
crematoria, the air strikes had triggered Kramer’s order for the SS 
guards to complete their demolition as fast as possible and leave no 
evidence of mass murder. 

By 18 January, Kr amer and the SS guards had driven away in trucks, 
leaving behind 7,652 prisoners still alive. One was Freddie. During the 
long night he had discarded the luessenger-boy black uniform he had 
been forced to wear and hidden himself near one of the mass graves in 
the compound. Around the camp, the dying bonfires of incriminating 
documents flickered in the dawn of another day. 

Freddie knew then that not only had he survived, but he could 
focus on escaping from the blood-soaked soil of Auschwitz and plan 
how to fulfil a dream he had until that moment not dared to admit 
- going to Eretz Tisrael. 

On 19 February 1945, with her flat-bottomed hull making her able to 
negotiate shallow waters. President Warfield had been moved from 
Omaha Beach to the port of Le HavTe, further down the coast. From 
there she began to ferry fresh troops miles up the Seine to the front line. 

By April she had brought over 12,000 troops up the rwer. On each 
trip the crew yelled out a song they had composed to the tune of the 
popular Irish ditty ‘MacNamara’s Band’: 

Ooh — we call our ship the Wafield; 

She’s the finest in the fleet. 

And when it comes to making time. 

She simply can’t be beat. 

Fler boilers are old and rusty. 

But they’re full of dynamite. 

One puir of smoke — one splash of brine. 

And then she’s out of sight. 

Ooh — her pistons clang and her engines bang. 

And the whistle toots away. 
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The captain cries, ‘Full speed ahead,’ 
And then there’s hell to pay. 

Her top three decks are made of wood. 
And her hull is made of tin. 

A credit to our navy is 

This Grand Old Hulk we’re in! 


Miriam Bergman huddled on the hlthy floor beneath her bunk. The 
last of the rats in the hut had been caught, skinned, cooked and eaten 
by prisoners. She had avoided doing so, fearing the risk of diarrhoea, 
which had struck so many down. Prisoners lay in their filth. To tr\' 
and avoid the faeces coming through gaps in the wooden slats of the 
bunk overhead, she had stuffed them with pieces of cloth and 


swallowed the last of the tablets she had stolen from the camp 
pharmacy. Its shelves were now empty of all medicine. 

Miriam was sure the diarrhoea had also been carried into the 
camp by the continuous arriv al of prisoners Irom other camps to the 
east. There was little food and no water, no sanitation, no medical 
help. The mortality rate had escalated; 20 more had died in Miriam’s 
hut overnight. There were no more pits in which to bury them, no 
lime to pour ov er the bodies. Instead the coi'pses were left in piles, 
producing a permanent stench which no piece of cloth wrapped 
around her face could keep out. But it was not the ov^erpowering 
smell which hlled her with fear that spring morning in mid-April 
1945. Itw as the sound of heavy trucks once more approaching. Each 
time so far it had preceded the arriv al of still more prisoners to be 
packed into the camp’s conhnes. Yet a few days ago the majority of 
the guards had left. What could the trucks mean? New guards? Or 

O O 

were the |)risoners being mov ed? 

I he engine noise was close. Overcoming her fear, Miriam crawled 


out from under the bunk and staggered to the hut door. Leaning 
against the IVame, she stared in wonder. At the camp’s main entrance 
was j)arked a vehicle dis|:)laying a flag she had never seen before and 
a soldier in khaki uniform. He was Lieutenant Derek Sington, an 
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intelligence ollicer with the Britisli Second Army. He sat behind the 
wheel of his Jeep that was flying the Union flag. Behind him were 
parked the trucks Miriam had heard, their drivers staring in horror 
and disbelief at the figures staggering towards them. 

A tall figure wearing a skullcap and with a Star of David around his 


neck stepped fonvard to the gate, .sjireading his arms in compassion. 
To Rabbi Leslie Hardman: ‘It seemed as though they had emerged 


from the shadows of dark, dark corners, no more than wraith-like 
creatures tottering towards us. As they came closer, they made frantic 
efforts to quicken their feeble pace. Their skeleton arms and legs made 
jerky grotesque movements as they forced themselves fonvard. Their 
bodies from their heads to their feet looked like matchsticks.’ 

Gathering himself, trying not to reveal how stunned he felt. Rabbi 
Hardman cried out, ‘You are free. Ihr seidfreid 

To Lieutenant Sington the response sounded ‘like voices from a 
supernatural world, inarticulate voices as thin as the skeletal figures 
before me. Cardboard figures, scarecrows. How could humanity 
have done this?’ He would remember lowering his head to hide not 
just his tears, but the shame he felt. 

Miriam watched, not yet understanding. Tears were something 
she had not seen for a long time. All she could do was to look around 
her at the other prisoners and repeat they were free. 

For them freedom was often difficult to adjust to. In the words of 
Helena Levi: ‘It took time to be able to wake up know ing you were 
going to live that day. It was the most wonderful feeling of all. Freedom.’ 


On that day, 9 May 1945, President Warfield \\c\^ moored at the Qiiai 
d’Escole in Le Havre, immobilised after two blades of her propeller 
had been bent when they struck a submerged object in the Rix er 
Seine. Late in the afternoon a car drove on to the quay and a thin¬ 
faced man in the uniform of the United States Na\y stepped out, 
walking the length of the shi]) before climbing the gang-way. 
Lieutenant Alfred Sanlbrd Harer had one final mission in his 30- 
year career: to take President Warfeld \yAcV. to the Lhiited States. 


Chapter 8 


‘Kibbutz Fourteen’ and the 

Dancing Girls 


W hile welcome-home celebrations were being organised across 
America for returning ser\'icemen from Europe, in a building 
on New York’s East 60th Street a different kind of acth ity was being 
planned. The basement was one of the most I'amous addresses in the 
city, the home of the Copacabana nightclub, where Lena Horne, 
Ella Fitzgerald, Dean Martin, Jerry Lewis and the stunningly 
beautiful Copa chorus girls performed to packed houses. The 13 
floors abov e were the homes of rich widows and Wall Street brokers. 
No one suspected that the landlords of the club and Hotel Fourteen’s 
300 apartments were members of the Haganah. Fanny Barnett and 
her husband, Rudy, had bought the building in 1944. She called it 


her ‘Kibbutz Fourteen’. It became the New York headquarters for 
men like Ben-Gurion, Chaim Weizmann and members of the 
Haganah High Command. Fanny had made sure that suites for ‘my 
specials’ were always av ailable for the future leaders of Israel. Golda 
Meir (then Ciolda Meye rson) was her fav ourite ‘special’. 

llie daughter of a carpenter from Kiev, Rtissia, Golda would 
become one ol the foremost women in modern historv and Israel’s 
fourth prime minister (1969 74). l o her dying day she never forgot 
the pogroms which had forced her family to flee to the United States 
in 1906. In 1921 she came to Palestine to teach on a kibbutz and 
became a leading figure in the Zionist Movement. In 1948 she was 
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appointed Israel’s first ambassador to Russia, changing her name to 
Meir in 1956, when she became Israel’s Foreign Minister. 

Fhe most urgent task then facing Jewish leaders was the buying of 
ships, refitting and registering them under foreign flags and settling 
the many details involved in maritime commerce. Crews would have 
to agree to serve without pay — except for pocket money and 
cigarettes — and sail under Haganah discipline. Finally, secrecy was 
paramount; not even a wife or mother must know why a crew 
member had signed on. 

Every port from Boston to Baltimore had its Flaganah recruiters. 
In addition to that role, they were to act as fund-raisers, though they 
were told as little as possible about how the money would be spent. 

In Washington, DC, the United Jewish Appeal had set up an office 
at 1720 16th Street NW, another of the anonymous-looking buildings 
which Leo Bernstein had located. Within the Jewish Agency people 
now spoke of him with afiection. His sense of humour and relentless 
detemiination meant that nothing would stand in the way of his finding 
money. This had made him an important figure in \\ ashington’sjewish 
community and a welcome visitor to Kibbutz Fourteen. 


Some 6,000 miles from where Leo Bernstein drew up his latest list of 
potential donors, as night fell across the bleak Baltic landscape of the 
steppes, Daniel Feinstein helped other prisoners drag bodies of those 
who had died that day into a pile. Exhaustion, diphtheria and other 
diseases had claimed their lives on the death march from the 
concentration camp at Stutthof, one of the sub-camps of Auschwitz. 
Daniel would remember: ‘When we had piled sulficient bodies into what 
we called human ov^ens, we burrowed among the bodies to get as far 
inside as possible for warmth. 1 hose who couldn’t get in and had to 
huddle outside against the bodies would often be dead in the morning. 
Wlien we crawled out at dawm the SS guards were waiting and beat tis 
before making us dismantle the human ovtii. But as we marched on until 
it was dark we built a new oven from the bodies who had died that day.’ 

Daniel was thin to the bone, but had learned the only way to stay 
alive was to march all day and hel]:) build a 'human oven’. In some 
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ways lie felt he was better ofT. Many of the marchers did not have 
shoes, only clogs. It was impossible to walk in them in the frost and 
snow. Daniel had a pair of shoes, but the left and right were not the 
same, saK aged from corpses during the march. He knew that as long 
as he could walk he had a chance of living. When the march started, 
Daniel had calculated there were 29,000 prisoners in the column. 
Three months later there were only 3,000. 

Finally, in April 1945, 60 miles from Berlin, they were liberated by 
the Red Army. After he had eaten his first warm meal for months 
Daniel began to wonder how to get to Palestine. 


After their meeting with Rabbi Weingarten, the five Haganah 
officers had been summoned to David Ben-Gurion’s office at the 
Jewish Agency. They found him sombre, e\en though Radio 
Palestine was broadcasting endless accounts of the ME celebrations 
in London and elsewhere. Scattered on his desk were copies of the 
wire service stories which Shimson Lifshitz had torn ofi' the 
teleprinter at his newspaper. 

Ben-Gurion had circled one report: in London the Labour Part\' had 
ended its wartime coalition with the Consen ativ es, which had forced 
Winston Churchill to call a general election. Ben-Gurion had spent a 
frustrating day tiying to decide what the implications were, but 
ex eiyone he tried to reach in London was otit celebrating the end of the 
war. He beliex ed the Prime Minister had deceh ed Chaim WTizmann 
with his talk about ‘a plan for the creation of a Jewish homeland’. 

Concerned himself, and despite his failing health — he had 
glaucoma - Weizmann had flown back to London to try to get 
Cduirchill to confirm the details. After waiting for some davs for a 
meeting with the Prime Minister, he had written to Churchill from 
his suite in the Dorchester: ' The mere fact of an inten iew with vou 
would gi\ e ho])e to the Jews. My failure to be granted one will be 
taken by Jewry as a sign, even thotigh your sympathies are known, 
you ha\’e nothing to say which would reliex e and asstire us.’ 

I hey were the j)leas ol an ailing man, perha])s already sensing his 
world was changing. 1 hroughout the war he had been a close supporter 
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of Churchill, acceptirii^ his often eccentric outbursts and his messianic 
predictions about a glorious future for the British Bmj^ire. Now, waiting 
for a telephone call from Downing Street, Chaim W’eizmann, the son 
of a ghetto family h orn a White Russian hamlet, began to feel less the 
anglicised Jew able to open almost any door in the kingdom and more 
a sup})licant waiting to be received by an imperious ruler. 

He received no reply from the Prime Minister and became 
convinced Churchill’s silence was directly linked to the assassination, 
in November 1944, of Lord Walter Moyne, Britain’s Minister of 
State in Cairo. The diplomat had been a close personal friend of the 


Prime Minister. 

When he learned of the assassination, Weizmann wrote 
immediately to Churchill: 


I can hardly find words adequate to express the deep moral 
indignation and horror which I feel at the murder of Lord 
Moyne. I know these feelings are shared by Jewry throughout 
the world. Whether or not the criminals pro\’e to be Palestine 
Jews, their act illumines the abyss to which terrorism leads. 
Political crimes of this kind are an especial abomination in that 
they make it possible to implicate whole communities in the 
guilt of a few. I can assure you that Palestine Jewry will, its 
representative bodies have declared, go to the utmost limit of 
its power to cut out, root and branch, this evil from its midst. 


There is no record of whether Churchill replied. 

In another attempt to meet Churchill, Weizmann called on 
Stewart Menzies. The usually affable head of MIG was cold, telling 
Weizmann that the assassination had been the work of the 
breakaway Irgun Zvai Leumi. Weizmann reminded him of his 
personal opposition to the aims of the extremists, but Menzies gave 
one of his little shrugs, refused a drink in the Dorchester bar and left. 
Weizmann knew then that the time he had s|)ent risking his own life 
for MIG now meant very little. On the flight home he noted: 
‘Churchill had made promises of a ]dan he ne\ er intended to keep. 
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No people have been fooled as the Jewish people had been fooled by 
the British government.’ 

On his return to Palestine Weizmann detected that his failure to 
have seen Churchill would inevitably jeopardise his position as 
president of the World Zionist Organisation. Rather than face being 
asked to resign, he decided to send another letter to Churchill, 
requesting ‘a clear statement by the Allies that they do intend to 
establish a Jewish state in Palestine as an independent member of 
the British Commonwealth’. 

Ben-Gurion was dismayed. Did Weizmann really want the 
Mandate to rule under another name, giving Jews no real say in an 
‘independent’ nation? It was full statehood he wanted. Nothing less. 

But still Weizmann would not give up. He wrote to Churchill’s 
personal secretary, J.M. Martin, making no secret of his personal 
predicament: ‘It would be of immense help to my position if Mr 
Churchill would indicate that after he has settled the election, he will 
see his way clear to regard as a priority the formation of a Jewish 
homeland.’ 

Again there was no response. 


It was already dark when the five Haganah officers who had met with 
Rabbi Weingarten slipped in through a side door of the Jewish Agency, 
where Ben-Gurion waited in his office. He wasted no time in telling 
them that Chaim Weizmann had been betrayed by Churchill, saying 
it was another example of how Britain had deceived the Jews: ‘My 
greatest regret is that I cannot tell the Jewish people what I really think 
of Churchill. That could lead to violence here and let our enemies 
accuse us of having deliberately provoked disorder. But our people 
were li\ing in a fool’s paradise if they thought Dr Weizmann had an 
offer of a Jew ish state in his pocket. There is nobody who felt more 
decei\’ed, after placing so much trust in Churchill, than Weizmann.’ 


Ben-Gurion stared at the men before his desk and turned to point 

at the map with its place names of concentration camps. When he 

sj)oke, there w'as a cold anger in his voice: ‘\\ e don’t know how' manv 

0 

of our people have survived the Nazi charnel-houses. Auschwitz, 
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Belsen, Dachau. So many of them. Kach with their cham[)ers where 
hundreds, thousands, of otir |)eople were gassed every day, every 
hour of every day. They were brought to tlieir deaths naked, as if to 
bathe, and the Nazis would peer through peepholes and watch them 
writhing in their death agonies. Crematoria in which we now know 


millions of Jews were btirned alive. Gallows on which Jews were 
hanged each holy clay for no reason than they were Jews. Ferocious 
dogs trained on Jews to kill yet more Jews. Jews were used as target 
practice. Yet some have survived. That is the wonder of it.’ 

Ben-Gurion had stopped, his emotion and anger for the moment 
spent. When he continued, that anger was reinforced by 
determination: ‘The miracle is that they have surx ived where so 
many were butchered before the gaze of a world, rigid, aloof and 
indifferent to the state of the people, our people, who have been 
hounded and tormented for two thousand years. These are the 
reasons you are here tonight.’ 

He told them they would have the full support of the Jewish 
Agency to bring home the suiwivors to Eretz J Israel. ‘You must create 
new secret roads across Europe. Boats will hav e to be found around 
the Mediterranean from any^vhere for an unprecedented operation, 
which will bring home Holocaust sur\'i\'ors.’ 


In early 1945 a new abbreviation entered the English language: DP. 
The initials stood for Displaced Person. There were almost 12 million 
of them, not only survivors of the concentration camps, but the 
millions who had been left destitute, their homes demolished and 
workplaces flattened. 

For self-protection, Jewish sunivors came together, clutching little 
more than snapshots of their families to remind themselves of their 
loved ones and their hope of reaching the Promised Eand. IN eiy night 
before going to sleep, v'oices uttered the same wish: yext year m Jerusalem. 

The liberators found themselves all too often ballled bv the 
attitude of the DPs. Yet in fn'eing them from the camps, tmder- 
standably the Allies had made few plans about how to cope with the 
great multitude of nomads. 
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Doctors, nurses and relief workers arriving in the DP camps had 
little or no experience of dealing with the catastrophe that confronted 
them and a number returned home. Those who stayed found a lack 
of coordination. No one seemed to know what to prioritise when at 
every turn clear-cut decision-making was obviously called for. 

Days before the Red Army had liberated Auschwitz, on 27 
January 1945, Freddie Kronenberg decided he would leave the 
camp. He feared the Russians would shoot anyone they discovered 
had worked for the Nazis. He had hidden in woods, living on roots 
and leaves, chewing bark and drinking pond water. Wlien the first of 
the refugee columns j^asscd he tagged along. No one had any clear 
idea where they were going, except west, away from the camps and 
the Russians, in the hope of reaching the British or, ev en better, the 
Americans. For Freddie, it would be a step closer to Palestine. 

To survive until he made that contact, Freddie had joined one of 
the gangs who hunted like wolf packs, stealing food: mouldy potatoes, 
turnips and beets, anything to pro\’ide the energy^ to continue mo\ing 
westwards. Those who became too ill to continue were left to die. 
Like figures from Orpheus’s underworld, the others trudged on. 

Freddie had burned the pass signed by Kommandant Kramer that 
had allowed him to cany messages to all parts of the camp. In the 
cities and towais he passed through, he saw looters picking over 
the ruins. In late Mav, Freddie met his hrst Americans near 
Landsberg in Baxaria. Their Jeeps were parked beside a sign stuck in 
an oil barrel: American Sector. The patrol leader was a young 
lieutenant; his Jeep w as loaded with equipment and soldiers stood 
around smoking and staring curiously at the marchers. 

Freddie would recall: number of the soldiers were blacks. Big 

guys and armed with enough guns to start a war. I hadn’t seen 
anyone like them before. When we tried to smile, they didn’t smile 
back. I had a I'eeling as il'it was horror and disgust at the way we 
must ha\'e looked. Fhen the olhcer said he was ajew from Brooklyn 
and asked were there any lews among us? No one moyed. I guess 
we knew too well w hat th.at admission had led to under the Nazis. 
But what the hell? Fhese guys were our liberators so I stuck up my 
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hand, d'he ofliccr said, “OK, you get to ride with me.” You otliers 
will have to walk, d'he DP camp’s down the road.’ 

In a DP camp near Munich, Gertruda had found shelter for herself 
and Michael Stolowitzky her Mickey. Since that Paster Sunday in 
Vilnius, when an SS officer had saved Mickey from certain death at 
the hands of a German patrol, Gertruda had lived in fear he would 
be killed before she could fulfil her promise to his mother and bring 
the child to Palestine. After the encounter with the patrol, she had 
taken Mickey to her confessor priest and told him what had 
happened. The priest had said he would immediately baptise Mickey 
into the Church and make him an altar boy. As the Red Army drew 
closer, Gertruda had taken him to her family home near Danzig. 
They had urged her to stay with them; they had enough food and 
Mickey could be brought up there. Gertruda had told them of her 
promise to take him to Palestine, where he could live again as ajew. 

She had set off towards the west, walking for weeks, until she was 
directed by an American patrol to a DP camp. 


Churchill’s closest ally, Roosevelt, had died in April 1945 from a 
massive stroke at his home in Warm Springs, Georgia. Within hours, 
Harry S. Truman had become the 33rd President of the United States. 
He hardly knew Churchill and the little he did know had not fitted 
into his up-with-the-sun Missouri farm-boy mentality. He had told his 
team that Britain’s prime minister was ‘altogether too grand for me’. 

On 25 July, Churchill had stayed up even later than usual to hear 
the election results. By breakfast he knew that the Consen ath es had 
lost in a Labour landslide and he was going to be drix en out of office. 
The new prime minister was Clement Attlee. His Foreign Secretan' 
would be Ernest Bevin, a member of the wartime coalition 
government. Within the Zionist Political Committee in London, both 
men were seen as anti-Semites. At the next Labour Partv 
Conference, Bevin confirmed their \’iew when he said, ‘ The 
American campaign for 100,000 Jews to be admitted to Palestine 
was proposed with the purest of'motives. 4'hey didn’t w ant too many 
Jews in New York.’ Weizmann’s contacts w ith Bex in had continued 
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to show the Foreign Secretary as ‘gratuitously brutal, even coarse, 
but 1 cannot say it surprised me. His tone was hectoring. There was 
not the slightest elFort to understand our point of view; there was 
only an overbearing, quarrelsome approach.’ 

In Td Aviv, David Ben-Gurion had already anticipated the attitude 
of the new Labour government. Bevin left no doubt he would do 
nothing to antagonise the Arabs. Once more, summoning the last of 
his strength, Chaim W'eizmann had written what wotild be his final 
request to Churchill: 


I hope you will realise that I am appealing to you in extremis as 
an old friend with whom it has been my prix ilege to work for 
nearly thirty' years. I believe that just as you took the helm in the 
hours of darkness and storm that followed Chamberlain’s policy 
of appeasement, and brought the British ship of state safely to 
port, you will lend your powerful aid to another people - old 
and proud as your own, but today decimated, weak, defenceless 
in the hour of its supreme need. Now is the time our friends can 
help us, and I know you will be most generous, as you are the 
most trulv understanding among them. 

/ O O 


In a brief response Churchill informed \\ eizmann that his letter had 
been sent to the new prime minister. Clement Attlee nev er replied. 

1 he differences l)et\vcen Ben-Gurion and \\ eizmann became more 
pronounced. At the first post-war W orld Zionist Congress in Geneva, 
as W eizmann would recall: ‘It was a dreadful experience to stand 
before that assembly and to run one’s eves along row after row of 
delegates, finding among them hardly one of the f riendly faces which 
had adorned my past conferences. 1 became the scapegoat for the sins 
of the British government and the “activists”, or whatev er thev would 
call themselves, turned on me. I'he Palestinian delegation, led bv Mr 
Ben-Ciurion, had made up their minds I was to go.’ 

No longer |)resideni of the Federation, Chaim W eizmann returned 
to his home in Rehovoi with \'era. Fhere he began to create the 
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scientific institute that would bear his name and for which he hoped 
to be remembered, rather than as the man who had been misled by 
a person he once trusted: Winston Churchill. 


In her private office in Kibbutz Fourteen, Fanny Barnett had locked 
the door before doing the bookwork she did every Sunday morning. 
Since those first days when Chaim Weizmann arrived from London 
and checked into his hotel suite, she had never been busier or 
happier. She had been his secretary, setting up meetings with 
important Jews and members of the Roosevelt administration. 

Now Fanny had a different role. She was the bookkeeper for the 
Flaganah. Her prime task was to track the ships that had ended their 
war service and were up for sale or destined for the scrapyard. Many 
could be bought as scrap for a few dollars a ton, but could they still 
be made seaworthy? Her other interest was logging the donations 
coming from fund-raisers all along the East Coast and, increasingly, 
from Jewish organisations across America. Some of the money came 
in dollar bills, in certified cheques, many for six figures. A prolific 
fund-raiser continued to be Leo Bernstein in Washington, DC. 

Volunteers also started to come forward to crew boats. Many were 
Jewish ex-ser\dcemen, but increasingly members of Jewish youth 
organisations offered to help too. They were all checked by staff at the 
Jewish Agency at 342 Madison Avenue, who also devoted their time to 
establishing the seaworthiness of ships as far away as the Pacific and 
South America. In the utmost secrecy, the Haganah continued to lay 
the foundations of a fleet to take refugees from Europe to Palestine. But 
Ben-Gurion constantly reminded Fanny that larger boats were needed. 

One Sunday morning, her ledger work completed, she started to 
go through her records of ships that had sailed off to war from East 
Coast ports. One name caught her attention. It had sailed from 
Baltimore after a headline-making life of luxury on the Chesapeake. 
Fanny made a note to ask Leo Bernstein if he could find out when the 
ship might be returning from Europe - and in what state the war 
had left President Waijield. 
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On a cool autumn Friday evening in 1945, Stewart Menzies strolled 
into the Foreign OlTice. He was dressed in his fa\'Ourite tweeds, a 
sure sign he was going to spend the weekend hunting with the 
Beaufort and Qiiorn. Riding was his favourite pastime, equalled only 
by his eye for a shapely pair of legs. MIG was said to have the curv iest 
secretaries in Whitehall. 


Flis appointment was with the Foreign Secretary’, Ernest Bevin. 
No two men could be more difierent. Menzies was an Old Etonian, 
spoke fluent German and French, knew his whiskies, had serv ed in 
the Life Guards in the Fir st World W'ar, had won a DSC and MG at 
Ypres, and with his polished accent and impeccable manners he was 
a r'egular guest at society dinner tables. He ran MIG with the same 
languid style he r ode a hor se. 

With his countrvman’s bluntness, Ernest Bevin - who had been 
born and raised in the small village of Winsfor d in Somerset — 
maintained a West Countty voice that his Foreign OlFrce staff often 
found diffrcult to follow. Then he would laugh and say they hadn’t 
been educated like him ‘at the Univer'sity of Life, not some fancy 
public school’. 

Despite his limited education, leaving school at 11 to become a 
farm labourer and then a truck driver at Bristol docks, Bevin soon 
decided that the working man was being exploited and joined the 
local br anch of the newborn Docker s’ Union. His r'eadiness to argue 
a member’s case w ith employers made him a popular figi.ire. Soon he 
climbed the r anks of the tr ade union mo\'ement and in 1922 became 
gener al secr etary of the 45'ansport and General \\ orker's’ Union and 
a leading figure in the Labour Party. 

While not agreeing with Bevin’s politics, Churxhill had admired 
his determination and, when he became Britain’s wartime prime 
minister, appointed Bevin as the government’s Minister of Labour. 
It was a shrewd choice: Bevin’s working-class background gave him 
poj)ularitv around the docks and factorv floor's, and turned the 
country on to a total war-footing focused towat'ds defeating Hitler. 

\\ herr he Irecarne Foreign Secretar'y, one of his fir st reqirests had 
beerr for weekly meetings with Menzies to discuss the latest situation 
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over emigration to Palestine. I he intelligence chief had become used 
to the way Bevin responded to a piece of news. If it satisfied him, he 
would steeple his fingers and slowly nod his massive head. But if what 
he was told alarmed him, he would whip off his horn-rimmed glasses 
and give them a vigorous cleaning with a cloth he kept for the 
purpose on his desk. Without his glasses, the Foreign Secretary' would 
stare owlishly at Menzies before putting them on again and leaning 
forward in his chair like a bull about to charge. 

Bevin had used these mannerisms several times during their last 
meeting once Menzies told him about the five men Ben-Gurion had 
sent from Palestine to Austria. That country was in the Russian zone 
and was regarded by MIG as a key area from which to collect 
intelligence on the Soviet Union. Had the five men come on a mis¬ 
sion to get information for the Haganah? 

Menzies knew several of its members had worked for the SOE and 
had created their own underground networks in Eastern Europe. But 
according to MI5 registry records, the Jewish saboteurs had been 
sent home to Palestine at the end of the war. Was it also possible that 
the five men had come to establish links with the Russian security 
service to help it gain a foothold in Palestine - a move that could be 
a serious problem for the Mandate? 

Menzies’s station commander in Vienna, George Young, had 
established that each man had a United Nations Relief and 
Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) pass and carried a letter 
signed by David Ben-Gurion saying that he had been instructed to 
visit DP camps in Germany and Austria, as well as the barracks 
housing the Jewish Brigade Group, which had serxed with the British 
Army. Young had checked the register at the hotel where the men 
had stayed. The names were those on their documents: David 
Shaltiel, Yehuda Arazi, Ze’ev Shind, Eliyahu Golomb and Moshe 
Bar-Gilad. Menzies circulated their details to his agents in Europe. 

Menzies was careful what information he shared with the Foreign 
Secretary; at their first meeting, Bex in had challenged MiG’s claim to 
have had ‘a good war’. Nevertheless, Menzies knew he shared 
common ground with the Foreign Secretary in worrying about the 
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threat that Jewish expansion in Palestine posed to Britain’s relation¬ 
ship with the Arabs. 

At their last meeting, Menzies had been cautiously reassuring. His 
agent in Munich had reported that the five men spent some of their 
time working in the two DP camps reserved for Jews in the American 
zone as physical fitness instructors. Bevin had once again whipped off 
his glasses to i;egin polishing while rumbling in his West Country' 
brogue, ‘Something is going on.’ 

Menzies soon found out what. Moshe Bar-Gilad had opened an 
office in Vienna, operating from a building in the city’s Jewish 
quarter. David Shaltiel had persuaded the French government not 
only to allow him to set up an office in Paris, but even to let him 
establish a short-wav e wireless link with Tel Av iv. Ze’ev' Shind had 
opened offices in Milan, Prague and Budapest under the name of 
the Jewish Agency and Yehuda Arazi was going around ports along 
the Mediterranean coast. 

That Friday evening, Menzies was not looking forward to 
deliv ering yet another piece of news he would need to giv’e Bevin. In 
the morning, the director of Nav al Intelligence had sent ov’er a copy 
of a letter the Admiralty’s Military Branch, which was responsible 
for selling off'ships no longer required, had received. The letter had 
been written on company headed paper by a Colonel Frank Bustard, 
senior partner in Bustard and Sons, Shipping Company. After 
signing his name, the colonel had added, no doubt proudly, the 
letters OBE, the Order of the British Empire. The letter explained he 
had recently been demobilised from activ'e war sen ice and planned 
to dev elop his business. Menzies had heard of many officers with 
ambitious plans now the war was over. One or two he had recruited 
himself. But Bustard was not looking for employment. He wanted to 
buy ships and he had the hinds available. However, it was the type 
ol ship he wanted that had aroused Military Branch’s suspicions. 
Bustard wanted tank landing craft of all tvpes dor commercial use 
and in due couise slooj)s, frigates and corvettes. My client is the 
Palestine Maritime Eeaeue.' 

Menzies knew the league was linked to Haeanah. He told Bevin an 
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order had been given that no sales would be made to the league when 
serious trouble in Palestine was imminent. 

For once the Foreign Secretary had not removed his spectacles. 
Instead he congratulated his intelligence chief. After Menzies had 
left to go hunting, Bevin had called the First Sea Lord, Admiral of the 
Fleet Sir John Cunningham, to prepare the Mediterranean Fleet to 
be ready to resist any attempt to resume pre-war smuggling of illegal 
immigrants into Palestine. 

On a warm August day in 1945, dressed in his immaculate pressed 
khaki uniform, his cap squarely on his head, private first class Nat 
Nadler wore his lowly rank on his sleeve as proudly as any general in 
the United States Army. Nat had been called up a year ago, 
expecting to be posted from boot camp to the Pacific to fight the 
Japanese. Instead he had been sent to Munich in the American zone. 

Munich, like other towns in Bavaria, had been heavily bombed, 
yet the people around him as he walked through Ludwigsvorstadt in 
the city centre smiled and nodded politely in his direction. Flow, Nat 
wondered, could they have forgotten the depth of Hitler’s hatred, his 
Teutonic language, their language, promising death to Nat and all 
other Jews? Several of the girls walked arm in arm with GIs in 
giggling intimacy. Nat had been in Germany two months and 
decided he would never really understand its people. 

Earlier that morning Nat had another insight into the mentality of 
the Germans. He had been posted to an army clothing depot as its 
chief electrician. It had recently suffered a number of thefts from its 
stores and, to stop this, a squad of prisoners of war had been ordered 
to build stronger security fences around the huts. Nat had been in 
charge of them. When he had returned from a toilet break, he found 
the prisoners sunbathing. Nat would recall: ‘I told them to get back 
to work. They ignored me. I put my hand on my .45 and told them 
I wasn’t kidding. My German wasn’t bad and I knew enough to 
make them understand. One of them finally stood up, a brute of a 
guy, and he asked me if I was a fucking Jew. For good measure, he 
added, “You understand what I’m saying, I drew my gun 
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and I was pretty close to shooting him. Instead I had him do double- 
time around the camp, yelling at him to go faster. He finally 
collajised and I dragged him back to digging a hole for a pole fence. 
But it was the way he looked at me which made me realise that his 
hatred ofjews hadn’t been cured by Hitler’s death.’ 


From the bridge of HNIS Childers^ Lieutenant Commander Bailey 
watched the Rock of Gibraltar drawing closer. In this first week of 
September 1945, the Atlantic had been as gentle as a mill pond, from 
the time he had given the order to cast off and HMS Childers had 
moved away from its mooring at Portsmouth into the English 
Channel, and on down through the Bay of Biscay and past Lisbon. 

Now, as Gibraltar drew closer, Bailey was still delighted with the 
amount of space on the bridge and the sheer extent of equipment 
available to him: batteries of telephones and voice-pipes, radar 
screens and an illuminated plotting table keeping track of the ship’s 
movement through the water. There were gunnery-control 
instruments and an Asdic set. Around him were the two officers of 
the watch, two signalmen, two lookouts, two Asdic operators and a 
bridge-messenger. Further forward of the bridge were the guns. 


which had ne\'er been fired in anger - Bailey doubted if they ever 
would be. Designed for war, HMS didders was going to be, as he had 
told his first oOicer, 'a glorified peacetime policeman’. 

The destroyer was joining the Royal Navy Palestine Patrol. 

Led by the veteran HMS Ajax^ whose role in the Battle of the River 
Plate against the CraJ Spee had become legendary', the patrol formed 
])art of the Royal Navy’s powerful Mediterranean Fleet, which was 
ready to meet any threat to the Suez Canal and deal with attempts 
to smuggle immigi'ants into Palestine. The patrol was a much-sought- 
after posting. Based in Haifa, it made regular v isits to Mexandria and 
Cvpr us, where each ])ort had its colourful nightlife. The other 
attraction was that the patrol could maintain its own routine rather 
than being under the watchful eye of the Fleet Admiral. And, in the 
event of trouble, the })atrol could call on the main fleet for support, 
as it was nev er more than a few hours’ sailing time. 
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With its fiv'c light cruisers, nine M- and Hunt-class destroyers, 28 
minesweepers, eight sloops and frigates, supported by a Royal Air 
Force squadron to watch over the Mediterranean, the fleet ])rovided 
formidable back-uj). The ari ival ofHMS (Mders \\'ou\c\ increase that. 
The Fleet Admiral, Sir John Cunningham, knew it was there l^ecause 
of what Menzies had discovered about the activities of the Haganah 
men in Europe. 

Not only was the Foreign Secretary increasingly opposed to all 
‘illegal immigration’, but Bevin had develoj^ecl a j^aranoia that the 
Soviet Union was determined to create a Jewish state in which 
Communism would predominate. He had told the Chiefs of Stafl 
Committee: ‘The day may soon come when we will have tens of 
thousands ofjews educated in Communist beliefs that will cause the 
Arabs to rise and we will face a new war.’ 

Menzies had continued to feed Bevin with secret reports: ‘Our 
officers have established that the Soviet authorities in Bulgaria and 
Romania will permit Jews to mov^e through their countries. Only 
Moscow could have approx ed this and done so with the connh ance 
of the Jewish Agency over which Ben-Gurion had total control. He 
would wish nothing better than to embarrass the UK oxer our 
determination to maintain our limitation on immigration. He has 
used our position to arouse considerable sympathy in the United 
States to our detriment.’ 

It was against that backgi'ound HMS Childers had been added to 
the Royal Navy Palestine Patrol. Passing through the Straits of 
Gibraltar, Lieutenant Commander Bailey had receix ed an encoded 
signal from Supreme Allied Command Mediterranean: ‘It is expected 
that illegal Jexvish immigration will undoubtedly be by sea. Take all 
steps to prevent ships engaged in this trade from leax ing j^orts. Based 
on intelligence, large numbers of small craft are likely to be used, 
including landing craft.’ 

Accompanying the signal x\ as another, marked HACjANAH: ‘1 he 
Jexxish military' or ganisation compr ises strike companies, Haganah and 
Palmach. Of equal inter est to HM Naxy is Palyarn, the nax al ann of' 
Haganah. Some of its member s wer e inx olx ed in illegal immigration 
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c)|)crati(:)ns pre-war. Others were trained in underwater sabotage by 
the SOE. Haganah also has an intelligence/counterintelligence 
de})artment also trained by the SOE. A best estimate by the Secret 
Intelligence Sen ice places the total strength of Haganah at around 
20,(^00 personnel.’ 


Far to the west of Haifa, where HMS Childers was heading towards 
her new base, a 40-foot-long pennant flew from President WaifielcT s 
mast bearing the words ‘Homeward Bound’. As the East Coast of 
the United States drew closer, the ship’s crew led her passengers in 
a final chorus of the song they had repeated every day on the voyage 
across the Atlantic, sung to the tune of‘MacNamara’s Band’. 

A white light flashed in the dawn, signalling the entrance to 
Chesapeake Bay. The pennant was |)ulled down and cut into pieces, 
a snippet for each of the crew members. Hours later Eieutenant 
Harer’s pinched face broke into a smile as he watched the helmsman 
ring down for ‘stop engine’. It was almost three years to the day 
since President W mjield set ofl from an adjoining Baltimore pier. 

By nightfall, the crew and passengers - soldiers who had fought 
from Normandy into the heart of the Third Reich and aircrews freed 
from camps - had all left. Only Lieutenant Harer and a handful of 
sailors remained on board to welcome the decommissioning team. 

o 

Thev came earlv next morning, men who knew exactlv what thev 
wanted. The guns had already been taken out before President W aifield 
left Europe. Now it was their turn to remove the navigation 
equipment, the signalling gear, the evaporators, all of the 
j:)araphernalia which, three years prex iously, had changed the Qiieen 
of the Chesaj)eake into a fighting shi|D. 

At 1.2()pm on 13 September, Eieutenant Commander Boykin of 
the Fifth N a\ al District assembled the remaining crew on deck and 
read out President W aijie/ef s decommissioning orders. He handed the 
paper to Eieutenant Harer, who saluted, went to the mast and slowlv 
lowered the Stars and Stri])es for the last time. The two officers 
saluted each other and walked slowly down the gangplank. 


Chapter 9 

Preparations 


A liyah Bet had placed Captain William Ash and Ze’ev' Shind in 
charge of locating ships in the United States, outfitting them and 
finding crews to become blockade-runners. Very different 
personalities, the two men soon became a close team. No ship was 
bought until they had mutually settled on the price to be offered and 
the work required to make it seaworthy for the voyage to Palestine. 
They agreed that each ship would have a joint crew of Palestinian 
and American Jews. 

Ash’s wartime record and connections as the vice-president of the 
powerful Masters, Mates & Pilots union enabled him to identify 
captains and crews. US maritime laws required that onlv an 
American could skipper a foreign-registered ship out of a US port. 
Ash solved the problem by appointing to sail with a captain a Jewish 
mate who would assume command on his final run across the 
Mediterranean to Palestine. 

Nevertheless, the tall, flame-haired Shind had not always found it 
easy to handle recruiting. The Palestinian Jews had been raised in the 
strict discipline of Socialist youth mov ements and had become battle- 
hardened after serving in the Haganah. 'i'o Shind, the easy-going 
American Jews often appeared naiv e and undisci})lined, and in 
interv iews he found the fact that they were members of'the most 
powerful nation on earth gave them a self-assurance that could vTige 
on arrogance. 

dliose who ])asscd his interrogation were told to await his call. He 
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vvarnccl that if he discovered they had spoken to anybody about 

Aliyah Bet they would never hear from him again. 

l^otal secrecy applied to ev'eiyone invok ed in the clandestine work 
of acciuiring ships. It had been introduced by Rudolf Sonneborn, the 
industrialist who had hosted Ben-Gurion’s fund-raising breakfast and 
had created the Sonneborn Institute to secretly buy military 
equipment to be shipped to Palestine. 


The McAlpine Hotel in New York’s midtown was where the 
Haganah’s wealthiest and most powerful supporters in the Gnited 
States met promptly at noon every' Thursday. They would come by 
tram from the Nlidwest and b\' plane fiom the West Goast. Others 
would be chaufl'eured from Boston, Washington, DC and Baltimore. 
By the time lunch was served there were generally 50 bankers, 
philanthropists, shipping magnates, department store and hotel 
owners and entertainment moguls in the dining room. Two hours 
later they would have eaten some ol the finest food in the city, ha\'ing 
pledged to buy a ship or build a hospital or college in Palestine. 

For Ralph Goldman, a senior Haganah officer serving in New 


York, there was always a need to find money to send to the faraway 
spiritual home of the lunch guests. W hile few had made the long 
journey to Palestine to accept gratitude for their generosity, Jewish 


leaders came to them, led by Da\'id Ben-Gurion and Chaim 
Weizmann. When they could not appear at the top table in the 
McAlpine dining room due to other commitments, they sent 
someone many of the diners regarded as the most mesmeric Zionist 
leader ever to ha\’e addressed them: Golda Meyerson. 

From the day word went out that she was once more coming to 
New \ ork as the key sj^eaker, the Jewish Agency on Madison Axeniie 
and Fanny Barnett’s otiice in Hotel Fourteen was besieged with 
telej)hone calls for seats. According to Fanny, 'It would have been 
easier to get into a j:)rcsidential inauguration banquet.' 

No matter how many times Golda Meyerson made the long 
journey fromJerusalem to New York, she had neyer failed to enthral 
her audience. Men who had been guests of President Rooseyelt and 
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President IVumaii or who had heard Winston Churchill address the 


Senate and Congress said there was no one who could match her 


resonant v^oice. 

Movingly, she would remind her audience of the day she had 
confronted Henry Gurney, the Mandate’s Chief Secretary, in his 
office in Jerusalem to tell him that she and other Zionist leaders 
planned to go on hunger strike in support of the refugees in Europe. 
From behind his desk Gurney had stared at her. In an imitation of 
his ‘clipped voice’, she mimicked, ‘Do you think for a moment that 
H is Majesty’s Government will change its policy because you are not 
going to eat?’ 

She would pause and wait for the silence to last a moment longer. 
Then her voice would sweep around the room. ‘I said, “No, I hav e 
no such illusions. If the death of six millions doesn’t change gov ern¬ 
ment policy, I don’t expect my not eating to do so. But at least it will 
be a mark of solidarity.’” 

Thunderous applause would then sweep the room. It became one 
of her most-quoted sentences. 

She analysed events taking place in Palestine and articulated their 
impact on the world beyond: the emergence of anti-Semitism so soon 
after the war; the persecution of Jews in the Soviet Union; the 
impoverishment of Iraqi Jews. Golda had a view on everything, what 
she called ‘myjewish angle’. 

In the spring of 1946, Golda Meyerson as back in the city to raise 
yet more money. On that Thursday she told them she had come to 
ask for more than ever before: $50 million. Ev en for the millionaires 
in the dining room, it was an eye-blinking figure. But as always she 
knew how to reach her audience. 


VV'hen Aliyah Bet resumed after the Nazi defeat, two unequal 
antagonists faced each other in Europe and the 
Mediterranean. On one side a battered Britain and her 
empire. On the other side Jews. Many of our people are still 
homeless refugees. Much to the surprise of the British 
government we hav^e continued to challenge them with our 
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brave blockade-runners. Aliyah Bet could not have done what 
it has without the power and generosity of people like you. But 
we need more money. The British are determined to maintain 
the blockade. It has more warships, better intelligence and is 
cjuite prepared to open fire on our little ships. As never befoie 
we need more equipment to fit out more ships. We also need 
money to prepare for the coming war with the Arab nations all 

around our homeland. 

Those $50 million were pledged in minutes. 

For Ralph Goldman, it was not only further proof of Golda 
Meyerson’s powerful oratory' but evidence of the privilege it was for 
him to be allowed to work in the inner sanctum of the Haganah. His 
qualifications - he was a skilled linguist and had a distinguished war 
record, servdng on the beaches of Normandy and deep in Nazi 
Germany — had been stepping stones to his role in helping to make 
the ships seaworthy with the money Golda Meyerson collected. To 
sail again, to do battle not with the Nazis but with the Royal Navy. 


On that late September day in 1946, the sun was still warm on 
Yehuda Arazi’s back as he drov-e towards the ancient port of Sete, to 
the west of Marseilles. A year had passed since he had last driven this 
road. His body was thinner now, fatigue ringed his brown eyes and 
his hair was cropped; he thought it made him look no different from 
any other Allied soldier out of uniform. In the previous 12 months, 
he had visited DP camps outside the American sector and arranged 
to have any Jews there transferred to DP camps in it. His letter of 
authorisation signed by Ben-Gurion was sufficient to overcome any 
objections. 

As well as relocating Jews, he was looking for boats to buy to carrv’ 
them and the other 70,000 Jewish refugees he estimated were waiting 
to be shipped to Palestine. 

He had spent the night in ^ gasthaus in the small Bav arian town ol 
keldafing, where Hitler had written Mein KampJ. The town had 
become a designated centre lor Jewish survivors of nearby Dachau. 
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The following clay they had gone with him to the nearby DP camp 
in Lancisberg to hear Ben-Gurion speaking, dlie Zionist leader was 
on a tour of all the DP camps and spcjkc powerfully and passionately 
wherever he went: 


As survivors you will get help to bring you home not cjnly 
because of what you have sui'vived, but because of who you are 
- Jews with a long history of surviving. When you reach your 
homeland, you will play an important role in developing our 
country. There is a desperate need to do that and we need skilled 
people of all kinds. We will train others to acquire those skills. 
That is my promise to each one of you. I have to tell you that we 
also have to overcome British opposition. My hope that the new 
Labour government in London would cancel the limitation on 
immigi'ants has not been fulfilled. But we will overcome that. 


Among the 5,000 who cheered was Gertruda, holding Michael’s 
hand firmly in her own, Freddie Kronenberg, Miriam Bergman and 
Helena Levi, and 18-year-old Johann Goldman. A British Army 
truck had brought him from Westerbork, along with other freed 
prisoners, to Amsterdam railway station. There he had been given 
papers by a Jewish Agency relief worker confirming he had been a 
Kindertransport child destined for the United States. A British officer 
who checked his papers before allowing him on to the train told 
Johann he was being sent to the American zone for ‘processing’. 

Two rail journeys later, he arrived in Landsberg. He had been 
there a month before Ben-Gurion came to the camp. 

The orphaned Daniel Feinstein, barely 15 years old, had also 
recently arrived. He had returned to Vilnius, in the hope he would 
learn news of his sister, Dana, perhaps even find her. It was, he knew, 
a slim possibility. So many Jews had returned to the ruins of the Old 
Town on similar searches, only to see their hopes dashed as they saw 
the ruins of the ghetto. Nobody could live there now. The Nazis, 
retreating before the Red Army, had committed another act of mass 
murder in its confines. 
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Daniel had realised he could not remain in Vilnius. Its streets were 
filled with the ghosts of yesterday and the roar of Russian trucks and 
the crunch of marching boots, the sounds of its new occupiers. So he 
had begun the long journey west, hoping to reach the American or 
British zones. Like those he trudged with, he had lived off the land 
and slept rough. But every dawn he hoped the trek would bring him 
closer to Palestine and that along his journey he would hnd out what 

had happened to Dana. 

The further west he travelled, the more he met other groups of 
Jews with similar hopes of finding relatives. To Daniel, What they 
said sounded like a miracle. The Haganah had come to Europe to 
help us. I kept asking when we would meet them. I was told to be 
patient. No one knew how to hnd the Haganah or how we would 
recognise them. They would hnd us. Until then we must be patient. 
But the words of David Ben-Gurion made it all that more possible.’ 

After Ben-Gurion had hnished speaking outside the DP camp 
sports hall, he had moved among his huge audience, ignoring his 
American military escort, to hug and kiss the DPs. His words had 
given them hope, they told him through their tears. He had made 
Palestine, the homeland, seem much closer. Near to tears himself, 
Ben-Gurion had met Arazi in an office in the camp. For a long 
moment he had looked out from a window at the milling crowds 
outside, smiling and waving at him. He had turned to look at Arazi, 
no longer try ing to blink back the tears: Aly friend, I w^ant to say 
something to you. I see the hope on their faces, in their voices. They 
depend on me. I depend on you and all the others working with you. 
But we must get our people out of here as quickly as possible. We 
owe them that much and more. I know vou will do vour very' best. 
So will all of you. But speed is of the utmost importance. To get the 
boats to take them home is of the utmost urgency.’ 


Now, almost a year later, Arazi was heading back to Sete with Ben- 
Ciurion’s words still fresh in his mind. But before he bought any ships, 
he needed to settle on a port of embarkation. Unlike the other 
crowded ports he had visited, Sete was closer to the operational base 
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lie had established in Marseilles. It had good road facilities from 
northern Europe and he had developed contacts with the city’s 
officials. They had introduced him to the local officer for the French 
intelligence service, DST, who had immediately offered to help when 
Ai azi told him of the warrant for his arrest issued by the Mandate for 
alleged arms smuggling. The officer had no liking for the British and 
offered Arazi the protection of the service. He said, ‘Anything to 
upset the British.’ 

At times evasion had been a close-run matter. In Bordeaux, after 
checking if the port was suitable to be used by immigrants — he 
decided it was not — he had gone to the local DST headquarters. 
Inside he found the senior officer talking to two MIG agents. The 
officer had motioned Arazi to take a seat in the corner of the office 
and continued his discussion with the Englishmen. With a final smile 
of regret he told them he had no knowledge of a theft from a British 
Army arms depot in the city. Perhaps they should try the local 
gendarmerie? Quick handshakes and the MIG pair were sent on their 
way. From his desk the Frenchman produced a bottle of Calv^ados 
and poured two drinks and nodded for Arazi to join him. 

Arazi continued to evade capture with the same cool skills he had 
demonstrated in av^oiding the Gestapo. In ev^ery countr)' he v isited, 
the economy had collapsed and the only market which flourished 
was the black market. Angered that after serving as an SOE saboteur 
he was now at risk of being arrested and possibly ev'en executed, he 
decided he would exploit the situation. Ev^eryone seemed to be 
operating on the black market, so why shouldn’t he? 

He knew British and American army units routinely circulated 
requests for missing supplies that were somehow never found. 
Clothing, trucks and Jeeps were high on the list of stolen goods. He 
would need transport to bring the immigrants to the boats. How 
ironic if they could be brought there by British transport. Arazi knew 
that the person who could make that possible was Eliyahu Cohen, 
the sergeant-major of432 Company of the General Fransport Coips 
of the Jewish Brigade. Fhe Brigade was made up of Palestine Jews, 
volunteers who had become part of the British Army. Many of them 
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had served in the Haganah and Cohen had himself worked with 
Orde W'ingate’s commandos. Arazi went to see him in the Brigade’s 
l)arracks outside Milan, dliat evening Cohen had taken him to their 
motor pool; there were over a hundred trucks parked. Arazi needed 

50, which Cohen said was no problem. 

They shook hands. Yeliuda Arazi had solved another problem. 

He hoped Sete would provide further resolution. 


As he drove along Sete’s Canal Royale, he could see Ada Sereni, 
dressed in widow’s black from beret to shoes, waiting by the fountain 


in the middle of the square. In the six months Arazi had known Ada, 
she had never lost her way of suiprising him. But their meeting by the 
fountain was not a lox er’s tiyst. She wore black because she was a 
widow still mourning her husband, Enzo, an Italian Jew and the son 
of the personal ])hysician to the King of Italy. He had also been a 
Haganah officer who had parachuted behind enemy lines in an 
attempt to rescue Jews and had been captured and tortured by the 
Nazis before being executed. He would become a heroic figure across 
the Diaspora. Ada had taken his place and had become inx aluable 
to Yehuda Arazi. Watching her wax ing and walking towards him. 


her long, jet-black hair blowing in the breeze, her pale face smiling, 
he still found it hard to believe she was already 40. 

Before he left Italy he had asked Ada to set up a network to help 
to bring out Jews from the DP camps. She had used her family 
connections to do so. One uncle, an admiral in the Italian navy, had 
jeopardised his own career by obtaining a radio transmitter, which 
she had installed in her Rome apartment near the Vatican. It 
enabled her to be in contact with /Vliyah Bet’s Paris office. But she 
had wanted another more powerful transmitter, capable of reaching 
l ei Avi\’. Once more Uncle Mario obliged. But still the persuasive 
Ada had not finished. She asked Uncle Roberto to help locate Jews 
serx ing in the British Army’s Royal Engineers. 

Within a xveek three of them had turned up on Ada’s doorstep. 
Ox er coffee she explained that their help xvas needed to check cox es 
and beaches along the coast betxveen Naples and Salerno to make 
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sure they were not mined. T^ach cove liad to be suitai)le to bring a 
boat close to its beach. A week later they returned with information 
about six suitable landing sites. 

Once more Ada called Admiral Mario and asked if he could find 
her a fishing boat for sale. Two days later he visited her apartment 
with news of one at a shipyard in Naples. It had been laid up since 
the start of the war, but it had still taken Ada a day to barter with the 
owner; in return for making the boat seaworthy, she would pay his 
price in American dollars, then the most sought-after currency in 
Italy. The money had been transferred from a bank account set up 
by Fanny Barnett in New York. 

Just 24 hours after the boat was declared seaworthy, 35 refugees 
had boarded the vessel. They had been hidden in a religious house 
in Naples run by a Catholic order. The crew of the boat were five 
members of the Palyam, Haganah’s fledgling navy. Ada’s request for 
them was the first occasion she used the radio link to Tel Aviv. Sev^en 
days later the crew had landed the immigrants at Caesarea in 
Palestine, on the same beach where Roman legions had come ashore 
2,000 years before. 

Over the past six months, Ada had sent over 600Jews to Palestine 
in other boats, each given a Hebrew name. But for Yehuda Arazi, 
her success also contained a danger: ‘What was happening was both 
wonderful and fraught with risk for the entire escape organisation. It 
may be one thing for the British to just allow a few hundred to get 
through. But if there was a steady movement of refugees they were 
bound to retaliate with force. Without sufficient boats the immigi ants 
would be returned to the DP camps and left there to rot.’ 

He had suggested Ada should meet him in Sete. Over dinner that 
night she confirmed that his concern had been justified. Phree weeks 
earlier the motor vessel she had renamed Arha, which was carn ine 
997 immigrants, had been intercepted off the coast of Cyprus and 
escorted into Haifa by the destroyer HMS Childers. Arazi said that 
her network should be suspended for the moment, and they agi'eed 
that Sete would be an ideal port for embarking future refugees. 
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In a building on 76th Street in New York, Ralph Goldman was 
settling down in his new post as director of the Palestine \ ocational 
Service. The name had been created by David Ben-Gurion as the 
Haganah front organisation to recruit crews for Aliyah Bet. In many 
ways Goldman was a good choice for the job: he had an affinity with 
youngsters and was a gifted Hebrew-language teacher. He was also 
a skilled interviewer and a shrewd judge of charactei. Most 
important of all, he had a good understanding of what .Vliyah Bet 

wanted in a v^olunteer. 

Gaptain Ash and Ze’ev Shind were quick to note and appreciate 
the way Goldman tapped into Zionist youth movements to hnd likely 
candidates. At weekends he travelled to farms the Haganah had 
bought in Newjersey to teach men agricultural skills and show them 
how they could create future settlements once they reached Palestine. 
Those who passed Ralph Goldman’s probing interv iews were told 
that signing on as a crew member was not only a quicker way to get 
to Palestine but also a way to serv e their country by working their 


passage. For Goldman security was all-important. 

‘I nev'er interv iewed anybody in my office. I would choose a colfee 
shop where we could meet and I v\'ould identify mysell with a copy 
of a Jewish newspaper and I made sure we sat in the back of the shop 
so I could keep an eye on everyone who came in. A\\ the time I was 
making judgements of an interv iewee. How he spoke, the questions 


he asked, whether he hesitated or talked too much.’ 

But that initial interview, prov ided a candidate passed Goldman’s 
patient questioning, was only the beginning. His recommendation 
was sent to Haganah headquarters on Madison Avenue. There one 
of the team of checkers took over: usually they were lawyers, 
detectives, doctors, courthouse clerks, prison officers, social workers 
— people trained to hnd records that would confirm whether a 
v olunteer was sj^eaking the truth. It took a couple of weeks to check 
each one out. Fven then there was a final hurdle to clear. The 
volunteer was sent to Ze’ev Shind or Gaptain Ash for a hnal grilling. 
Those who passed were the best Aliyah Bet got. 


But there was still more for Ralph Goldman to do. His talents as 
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a team leader had singled him out to spend time with a specialist 
Haganah unit rcsj)onsible for buying guns and ammunition to be 
shipped to Palestine in one of the Aliyah Bet ships. It was dangerous 
work and, with the FBI and police tracking the team, there were close 
calls. Goldman received a telephone message at home one Saturday 
morning to say that a barrel had broken open on a freeway to rev^eal 
it contained gun parts. The story made the front page of the New York 
Times. But the authorities never traced where the barrel was going. 
From then on it became a rule that a Flaganah employee must only 
use a pay phone to convey a sensitive message. 


By the autumn of 1946, the volume of Displaced Persons leaving 
their camps had declined. They had each received a final shower in 
the communal bathrooms and were deloused before being trucked to 
the nearest railway station. Each one clutching an UNRRA-stamped 
one-way rail pass, they returned to the town from where they had 
been taken to toil for the Third Reich. 

By early winter 1946, the camps became virtually emptv' except for 
those holding the Jews. They called themselves the Shelrit Hapleitah, 
Hebrew for the surviving remnant. Jewish relief organisations placed 
the figure at between 50,000 and 70,000. After roll calls, some left the 
camps of their own accord, unable to tolerate living in a land where 
so many of their people had died. They headed west to France and 
Holland. 

One morning a relief agency worker walked into the DP camp hut 
where Gertruda and Michael lived. Michael was growing into a 


healthy boy from the extra food Gertruda managed to find for him, 
along with warm clothes. She still wore the coat she had worn that 
Easter Sunday when the SS officer had sa\'ed Mickey. The worker 
was making a routine check on the number of DPs in the camp. 
Michael would recall: ‘First she asked us routine questions. Where 
had we come from? What had we ex])erienced on the way before 
arriving in the cam])? She looked at Gertruda. Was she my mother? 
Or another relative? Gertruda told her our storv. Fhe woman had 
written it all down then looked at Gertruda. “You are Gatholic?” 
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OcrtruclB. had nodded, adding she had also baptised me into the 
Church. The woman was astonished. “So you are not a Jew! You 
should be in a camp for Christians. I can arrange that.” Gertruda 
shook her head. We would stay where we were. I was a Jewish boy 
and when we arrived in Palestine the first thing she would do was to 
have a rabbi reaffirm my Jewish faith. The woman had smiled and 
said, “My God now I have heard everv^thing.”’ 


Throughout the mild Mediterranean winter, Yehuda Arazi and Ada 
Sereni had been house-hunting along the coast between Marseilles 
and the French border with Spain and inland to the villages behind 
Sete where there were boarded-up villas and mansions which had 
once belonged to the supporters of the Vichy pro-German govern¬ 
ment led by Marshall Henri-Philippe Petain. Arazi’s French, 
intelligence contacts in the DST had pointed out the villas and 
mansions formerly owned by collaborators with the Vichy 
government who had fled across the border to Spain at the end of the 
war. Within months the couple had acquired over 30 houses; set in 
spacious grounds with seiwants’ quarters, stables, barns and storage 
outhouses, they would make ideal refuges until the boats arrived to 
take the Jewish DPs to Palestine. 

The matter of finding those boats had become more urgent with 
an unexpected influx of Jews from Poland. Having returned home 
after the war, they had found anti-Semitism was as rife as ever among 
their neighbours and they had fled west, back to the camps in the 
American zone. Their arrival had triggered a further outburst from 
Ernest Bevin’s Foreign Office: ‘We are strongly against the idea 
fostered by many Jewish organisations that Jewry enjoys a super¬ 
natural status, but it would indeed be disastrous for the Jews if they 
were accorded special treatment.’ 

Den is Healey, who worked closely with Bex in and was then the 
Labour Party’s international secretaiy, believed the Labour govern¬ 
ment was veiy worried that illegal immigrants would ruin Britain’s 
and the West’s influence in the Arab world: ‘The question was 
whether we could have found homes for lews when thev would ha\ e 
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been unwelcome. The tragedy was the fact they wanted to go to their 
spiritual home. Ernest had once said the reason the Americans sup¬ 
ported the State of Israel is that they didn’t want any more Jews in 
New York, and there was an element of truth in that.’ 

That attitude conhrmed the Foreign Secretary’s deepening 
conviction that Britain must oppose a Jewish homeland. At times he 
came perilously close to demanding the Jews should be left to exist in 
those camps in a country where they had already suffered so much. 
The Jews were caught between recent slavery and fading hopes for 
the future. 

No one could tell Arazi when boats would be available. David 
Shaltiel and Eliyahu Golomb had visited ports as far apart as the 
Balearic Islands and Turkey and not found any. Matters had not 
been helped by the refugees’ desperate decision to leave their DP 
camps, where at least they were fed and kept warm, to make their 
own way to the Mediterranean. There they had pooled the last of 
their precious belongings - a piece of jewellery, an ounce of gold, 
coins and wedding rings — which they had managed to keep safe from 
thieves in the camps and used them to try^ and barter with the Greeks, 
Turks and Romanians offering boats for sale. However ramshackle, 
the Jews paid the asking price. Then, under cover of darkness which 
hid the defects - filthy accommodation, mouldy food and engines 
with little power — they would set sail. All too often, by dawn they 
were stopped by the vigilant warships of the Palestine Patrol. 

The first to be caught was La Negev^ a 70-year-old barge. HMS 
Chieftain^ a destroyer, sent over a boarding party, food and a doctor 
before escorting the boat into Haifa. One by one, what Chaim 
Weizmann called ‘floating coffins’ were caught by the patrol. A 
seaman on HMS Ajax said it was ‘like catching fish in a barrel’. 

Over a thousand refugees, mostly women and children and old 
men, were brought into Haifa port and sent to detention camps. 

In 1947, Lieutenant Roger Pearce was a deck officer on HMS 
Charity^ a destroyer in the Palestine Patrol, based in Haifa. The port 
had a history going back to the days of King Herod and the town 
itself rested below Mount Carmel. Twice already the well-liked 
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Pcs^rcc hs-cl led l) 03 ,rdin^ p3,rtics on h)lock 3 .dc"runncrs. On the first 
occasion H\IS CjhciTity took ofT 586 immigrants, including 49 
pregnant women, 18 children, a doctor and tvv^o nurses. In the second 
boarding, ofT a beach at Tel Aviv, 265 immigrants, including 65 
pregnant passengers and four children, were taken on board HNIS 
Chanty and brought into Haifa. The illegal immigrants received med¬ 
ical attention and were fed. Both interceptions were carried out with 
almost no violence between immigrants and the ship s crew, btit that 
would change. As Pearce recalled: ‘Soon our job was to tr\' to carry' 
out the Foreign Office policy of not having any illegal immigrants 
arriving in Palestine. W e would come alongside one of the illegal 
ships and try and spot who was the ringleader and we would go 
aboard and collar him. After that it was reasonably easy. To do it 
effectively we had special training with the Royal Marines. Sailors are 
not very good at doing that sort of thing so it was quite interesting.’ 


Meanwhile, Moshe Bar-Gilad, a fluent Farsi speaker, had extended 
his search into Persia (now Iran), basing himself in the holy city' of 
Mashad, hoping to bring ox erland some of the Polish Jews who had 
fled their homeland as the Germans advanced. Many had been 
conscripted by the Russians into the Red Army or put to work in 
factories and collective farms in the Soviet Republics of Turkistan 
and Uzbekistan. Bar-Gilad had heard that as many as 40,000 Poles 
were now tiying to get home. He created an escape route for them 
and guided the first group of Jews to the border city of Mer\' in 
Turkmenistan. But when he had to travel ahead to check the next 
stage of the rotite, the ref ugees were caught and thrown into prison. 
Not wishing to see the others suffer a similar fate, he had abandoned 
attempts to rescue them. 

Fliyahu Golomb and David Shaltiel had gone to Cairo to seek 
help from the long-established Jewish community' along the Nile. But 
the Egyptian Jews looked tijion the Zionist aspirations in Palestine, 
so close to their borders, with mounting apprehension. For them, 
loyalty to the throne of King f arouk was paramount. It was only 
wlien Ruth Klieger, a multilingual German Jewess, arrived in Cairo 
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to help that the community’s attitude changed. With in weeks a 
cheque for ;(^80,0()0 to buy boats was handed over. 

While the money was gratefully accepted, there were still 
insufficient boats to replace those that the Palestine Patrol was 
systematically catching. 


On a Friday evening in January 1947, Stewart Menzies cancelled his 
plans to attend a hunt ball and instead entertained a guest at the 
Travellers Club in Pall Mall, long the haunt of senior politicians and the 
elite of the intelligence services. The head of MIG had chosen his 
favourite table at the rear of the club. From there he could obserx e 
eveiyone arriving, but ensure no one would overhear the booming 
voice of Reginald Manningham-Buller. He was an outstanding King’s 
Counsel at the Inner Temple and his voice had brought many an 
admission from a witness. He had been Lord Chancellor and Attorney- 
General in Churchill’s wartime Cabinet. As a Member of Parliament, 
he had serv^ed on a number of government inquiries. The latest had 
been as legal adv iser to the Committee of Inquiiy on Palestine. 

The committee had been established after President Truman had 
proposed to Prime Minister Attlee that 100,000 Holocaust surv iv ors 
should be admitted as soon as possible to Palestine. Bevin had 
rejected the proposal, making it clear to Menzies: ‘Legal or historical 
arguments must not be allowed to sway Britain’s opposition. To do 
so would have the most serious consequences.’ 

It was the first time Menzies had heard the Foreign Secretary 
mention the legal issue and he had invited Manningham-Buller, an 
expert on the International Law of the Sea, to brief him on how far 
the Royal Navy could legally intercept and arrest blockade-runners. 

Manningham-Buller had reduced the qtiestion to three elements: 
‘To intercept a ship on the high seas which Hew no recognised flag, 
a ship which carried a crew that was not registered, a ship which flew 
the flag of a former enemy, such as Italy, Romania or Bulgaria. Any 
of those violations of the law made it permissible for the vessel to be 
seized with all reasonable force and taken under arrest to the nearest 
British port.’ 
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enzics had shown Manningham-Buller a letter written to him 
on Admiralty notepaper by Admiral Sir Algernon Usborne \\ illis, 
commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean Fleet: ‘Commanding 
officers experienced in boarding operations must consider a mile per 
knot is necessary to give boarding parties a reasonable chance of 
gaining control. That will include the distance covered by “quarr) ” 
during the o|)eration of forming up, ranging alongside, a zigzagging 
ship, to put on boarders, including a feint or two, to draw the empty 
bottles and other missiles.’ 

Manningham-Buller had handed back the document: ‘In plain 
English, our ships can attack an illegal before it gets into the three- 
mile territorial limit of Palestine waters.’ 

That night Menzies went back to his office and wrote, in the 
green ink he used for all important letters, to Admiral Willis: ‘The 
precise legal definition I haxe been given by Mr Manningham- 
Buller of the three-mile limit for the purpose of dealing with a ship 
carrying illegal immigrants can be extended to cover the distance 
well beyond the Palestine coast so that pursuit of an illegal vessel 
can be concluded in a seamanlike operation. If a boarding takes 
place beyond the three-mile limit, the exact position should not be 
mentioned in signals or in the reports of proceedings by ships taking 
part in interceptions.’ 

Me nzies had given the fullv armed warships of the Palestine 
Patrol a clearance to act as it wished against ships which Admiral 

Will is had said possessed ‘empty bottles and other missiles’ to resist 
an attack. 


firmly believing that boats would eventually be found, Arazi and 
Ada had trax elled to Milan to see Elivahu Cohen. He said that not 
only would he still be able to provide trucks, but he would also 
help plan the best route to the Mediterranean: for the refugees it 
would be a long and olten uncomfortable trip through Austria, 
across the northern mountains of Italy and down through France 
to Sete. Ca)hen used military maps, ringing points along the route 
with the letter ‘R , explaining they were mansions and farms 
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whicli had been recjuisitioned l)y the advaneing Allies but were 
now deserted. 

A delighted Arazi said they would make perfect staging stops on 
the way south. It was Ada who reminded them the travellers from the 
DP camps would include a number of elderly men, women and 
children. Cohen explained that the trucks would have blankets on 
board and each rest stop would have mattresses as well as food and 
hot drinks. 

As the questions arose, Cohen had ready answers. What if 
thieves tried to rob the refugees? 'Fhere would be an armed soldier 
on every truck, with orders of shoot to kill. Supposing a truck broke 
down? Or ran out of fuel? Refuelling dumps would be set up along 
the route. Each truck would carry a radio transmitter to call for 
help and Jeeps with mechanics would be stationed at regular points. 
Ada said that she would have a number of nurses she had used in 
her own network before it was suspended at ev ery staging post. 
Cohen concluded by explaining that the truck driv ers would be 
carrying military documents that they were taking the DP refugees 
to another repatriation centre. 

Yehuda Arazi, whose own skills in the art of deception were 
renowned, marv elled at Cohen’s detailed planning. That night he 
and Ada sat in the company mess and toasted him well into the night. 

It had been another long day for Leo Bernstein in his W'ashington, 
DC office. With the war over, the pro])erty market had picked up 
and the phone had been busy. He was about to close up when it rang 
again. This time it wasn’t an enquiry about a house. It was Abe Kay, 
the city’s biggest builder. 

Kay was a leading figure of the United Jewish Appeal. He told 
Leo that Aliyah Bet was preparing another ship to bring Jews from 
Europe to Palestine. He was to phone all the United Jev\ ish Appeal 
donors on his list and ask them to come to his ollice the follovsing 
evening. He concluded, ‘If you have it, bring gold. But also as many 
dollars as you can lay your hands on. You’ll find out why when you 
come, but you have to be there.’ 
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By early evening tlie next clay over 300 men had crammed into 
Leo’s ofhce. Shortly afterwards a car arrived filled with young 
bearded men who were escorted to a corner of the room. One of 
them carried a large leather suitcase. Leo placed it on one of the 
desks, behind which his salesmen worked, opened it and explained 
its purpose. He told them that by the end of the evening he hoped 
there wotild be $500,000 in cash deposited. ‘More would be good. 
Gold is fine. But no cheques. They can be traced back to you and you 
could be arrested.’ 

Leo looked into the faces around him. When he spoke his voice 
was harder: ‘I have heard the British are try ing to get our Treasury 
to stop any funds going to support what the British call “illegal 
immigrants”. What’s illegal about wanting to live in the homeland 
God gave us? \\T all know that’s why Jews in Europe w ant to go 
there. To live like we are allowed to live here in the freedoms all 
Americans have. That’s why we ha\'e ^^Brichd\ the freedom to go to 
Palestine by sea. So far the ships have been small, only able to carry^ 
a few hundred. But now we need bigger ships to bring them home. 
That is why the British want to stop those refugees. Britain wants to 
keep Palestine as it wants it. That is why you are here tonight. To 
show^ the British we will not be beaten.’ 

Once more Leo paused and pointed to the group of young men. 
‘None of these vou know. None will give vou their names. But thev 
are sailors. Members of Aliyah Bet. W hen thev leave here tonight 
your money will ensure that another ship will be bought to sail to 
Europe to collect maybe 800 Jews, maybe more, and bring them to 
Eretz Eisraei Isn’t that the best possible use you can make of your 

moncv?' 

1 he sailors mo\ed to stand beside the suitcase. Each donor 
dro|)ped his donation into the suitcase. Ehere were hundred-dollar 
bills and bundles of notes along w ith bars of gold, gold rings and 
lockets, finally the last donation was placed in the suitcase and the 

lid w as closed and strap|)ed. The sailors carried the suitcase to the car 
and dro\ e off. 

Leo ne\ er knew how much had been raised but he later learned 
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that the money was used to help the outfitting of I^residenl Warjield. 

In 2009, at the age of 93, Leo Bernstein made an intriguing claim 
about the drama of that fund-raising gathering. He said that among 
the sailors who had taken away the suitcase was a mysterious figure: 
‘He was the caj^tain of the boat that the money was needed for. I 
don’t know his name and 1 don’t think we were introduced. VVe 
didn’t get names and nobody was telling names. 1 hey didn’t count 
the money and tell us what they raised.’ 

Leo was satisfied that the money was needed to outfit President 
Waijield. So who was the mysterious figure? Was it Ike Ahronowitz, 
the slim, temperamental Pole and the designated caj^tain of the ship? 
Or was it Yossi Harel? There is no record of either ha\'ing being in 
Washington, DC, at that time. Could it possibly have been a mistake 
in Bernstein’s recollection? 

Yet his description of his own role has a ring of clarity^ that matches 
reports of other fund-raising gatherings. Could Ike and Yossi ha\'e 
been smuggled into the United States to avoid being questioned by 
the FBI over their work for the Haganah? Had Teddy Kollek, an 
energetic Palestinian Jew, deeply engaged by 1947 in breaking the 
British blockade, made the arrangements for them? Kollek was Ben- 
Gurion’s executive secretary and eventually mayor of Jerusalem in 
the new State of Israel - a creation that Leo Bernstein had 
contributed to. 

In 1947, MI6 persuaded the FBI to track Kollek’s activities, 
especially in smuggling into the US key personnel of the Haganah, 
who often came into the country on either Canadian or British 
passports down through Montreal. 

In February 1947, Sir William Stephenson, the head of MIG in 
the United States, had written a memo to Stewart Menzies: 


Since the end of \\AV2 there continues to be a significant 
increase of Haganah actix ity out of Canada into New \ ork and 
Washington. A number of' senior oj)erati\’es of the Jewish 
Agency are known to be active in both cities whose intention is 
to attack our government policy to op|)ose illegal immigration. 
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There is no doubt that U.S. support for /Vliyah Bet in Congress 
is reflected in political attitudes but also in supporting fund 
raising to buy ships of an increased tonnage and to warn that 
organisation of impending danger. 

Just who those senior operatives were remains a myster)^ - which is 
hardly surprising, given the clandestine nature of the operation and 
the secret nature of Leo Bernstein’s vital fund-raising activities. 


Chapter 10 

Plans and Proposals 


I n the spacious office assigned to him on HNLS Aloreta^ the Royal 
Navy shore base at Haifa, the newly appointed First Sea Lord, 
Admiral Sir John Henry Dacres Cunningham, considered the 
message he had received on that February morning in 1947 from his 
namesake. Sir Alan Cunningham, Britain’s High Commissioner in 
Palestine. It read: ‘MOST IMMEDIATE. TOP SECRET. We are 
unable at this moment to guard any more illegal immigrants in this 
country. I would urge that every other ship on the sea is diverted 
otherwise the situation may become impossible.’ 

With his tanned face and pale blue eyes, 61-year-old Sir John had 
always kept himself wonderfully ht. He still played competition-le\'el 
tennis and swam for an hour eveiy day. As the highest-ranking sailor 
in the Mediterranean Fleet, his authority ran from the Rock of 
Gibraltar to the Suez Canal and Haifa, where he based himself. 

On his orders, the Haifa port area was constantly patrolled by two 
motor launches carrying Mandate |)olicemen armed with sub¬ 
machine guns. At night, every warship was lit with arc lamps 
suspended over the side and its propellers turned e\’ery two minutes 
to drive away swimmers who could be ])lanning to plant limj^et mines 
on ships’ hulls. In addition, one-kilo exjdosive charges were dropped 
in the water to further deter swimmers. At first light a na\ v swimmer 
dix ed under each warship to search for explosive's. 

From his office window on that February morning Sir John could 
see four blockade-runners riding at anchor in the bay alter being 
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successfully intercepted by the Palestine Patrol. Even from that 
distance they looked grubby in the morning sun; their names 
hurriedly painted on their prows in Hebrew that was already starting 
to fade. It gave Sir John satisfaction to know it would have needed 
more than a name change to outwit his captains. There was the 
Chairn^ an old Coast Guard cutter registered in Havana, Cuba. A 


short distance away was Ben Hecht^ a steamer that had once sailed 
between Morocco and Malaga in Spain carry ing coal and had been 
renamed by the Haganah after the waspish nov^elist and plawright. 
Shabtai and Ha^almoni were both auxiliary schooners and Sir John 
guessed they had been renamed after either Old Testament prophets 
or biblical warriors. A dev'out Christian, he reminded himself he must 
find out what the names meant. 

On that sunny morning all Sir John knew was that between them 
the old boats had tried to smuggle ashore another 3,000 illegals who, 
upon arrest, had defiantly refused to say where they had sailed from 
in Europe. Their crews had been eqtially unresponsiv’e, gi\'ing only 
their surnames and refusing to admit they were members of the 
Palyam. Sir John had come to know the name for the Jewish secret 
navy; it gained headlines in \\\^ Jemsalem Post each time a blockade- 
runner av'oided interception. Further out in the bay beyond the 
breakwater were three other boats holding se\'eral hundred more 
would-be immigrants waiting to be brought ashore, questioned and 
sent to Mandate detention camps. 

Despite their refusal to answer questions, during their search of 

the boats intelligence olhcers fotind a list of bank transfers from the 

Bank of America lor S245,000 to an account run by Dr Joseph 

Schwartz, the director ol the American Jewish Joint Distribution 

Committee, thejewish relief organisation known as the Joint’. Ralph 

Goldman later became its executive director. The claim about the 

transfers is in an M16 file in the archives, one of several files that deal 

with the activities of the Secret Intelligence Service between 1944 
and 1948. 

Goidon Eett, a senior MI6 officer, had set up what he called ‘anti- 
immigiation units staffed by former SOE o])eratives in Genoa to 
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track the Joint’s activities in Europe. Lett’s orders were set out in a 
memo to Menzies he wrote in 1946: ‘ I’o penetrate the Haganah and 
capture the leaders in Europe of its far-flung underground 
organisation; to intercept clothing and medical aid for the use of 
refugees; to obtain the names of Haganah diplomatic contacts, 
especially American; to disrupt those contacts; to deal with border 
guards the Zionists have bribed; to confiscate all forged travel 
documents and have the forgers arrested.’ 

Several of Lett’s agents had worked with Yehuda Arazi during the 
war and sympathised with the immigrants. One was Cathal 
O’Connor, who felt it was ‘vei'y harrowing to be asked to deal with 
Jews from the Holocaust’. 

Others showed less sympathy. Harold Perkins, the MIG station 
commander in Rome, proposed to Menzies, ‘The way to disrupt the 
flow of immigrants is to attach limpet mines to refugee ships.’ 

To carry out such an operation required Menzies to seek the 
approval of Prime Minister Attlee. If he received any response, it has 
remained to this day in the ‘Y File’ category, the most restricted of 
all in the Secret Intelligence Service’s files. 

Lett had requisitioned a villa in Portovenere, at the tip of the bay 
of La Spezia, and from its compound he supen ised two interrogation 
centres for Jews who ‘appear more interesting’. One was the 
Combined Ser\ices Detailed Interrogation Centre (CSDIC) in Haifa, 
which was responsible for questioning captured members of the 
terrorist Stern and Irgun gangs. The other was a high-security 
complex at Fayid on the Suez Canal to interrogate the planners of 
Jewish immigration. 

One of its feared interrogators was Maurice Oldfield, a portly 
homosexual with a taste for Arab youths, who would be a future head 
of MIG. He described his tactics at Fayid as ‘beating and pushing 
people’s heads into buckets of water’. 


Back in January, standing watch over the three blockade-runners 
anchored beyond the breakwater, HMS Childers'^ captain, Lieutenant 
Commander Bailey, had requested in writing an inten iew with the 


134 


Operation Exodus 


First Sea Lord to discuss a plan he had de\’ised to board an illegal 
ship more efliciently. 

A document also recjuiring Sir John’s attention on that Monday 
morning was a letter from Sir William Stephenson, by now 
coordinator ofMIS and MIG in North America. Sir John had met 
Stephenson before coming to Haifa and was impressed with his 
understanding of the situation that would confront the First Sea Lord 
in Palestine. Over lunch, Sir John had delivered a forensic analysis 
of why there would be no solution to the looming conflict until there 
was an acceptable solution to the immigration situation and the 
Zionist-Arab impasse which would satisfy the Truman adminis¬ 
tration. The President’s personal support for Zionist aspirations was 
less strident and he had handed over the question of immigration to 
his new Secretary of State, General George C. Marshall. 

Marshall had been a soldier all his adult life and saw problems 
through a militaiy prism. Loy Henderson, director of the Office of 
Far Eastern and African AfTairs, recalled the Secretarv of State 
saying, ‘There has to be an accommodation with the Jews to get 
them back on side so as to av^oid the Soviets exploiting the situation 
and then we could all lose the Middle East. Britain should allow a 
reasonable number of immigrants to travel openly through their 
Zone in Germany, as the United States and France ha\'e done, so 

they can go to the Mediterranean and use their legal visas to Mexico 
and other countries.’ 

Stephenson told Sir John that the majority of those visas had been 
purchased from corrupt IMexican and other Latin American 
diplomats by the Haganah, who had paid for them with funds 
provided by its wealthy American supporters. Stephenson concluded 
that it was becoming ex er more clear that Britain would soon hax e 
to cast off the burden of Palestine. Stephenson had now written: ‘The 
Haganah intend io buy ships large enough to send thousands of 
immigiants at onc' time to Palestine that will cause an international 
outcix if they are intei'cej^ted and turned away. 1 hese ships will be 
puK based by Jews with powerful ccjnnections in W ashington. The 
Jew ish \c^te lemains a x ery significant factor in the calculations of all 
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US politicians and many will continue to press the Zionist cause with 
considerable energy.’ 

On Sir John’s desk were also the latest costs to Britain for 
maintaining its thankless role as peacekeeper. In 1946, over /^200 
million had been spent on running the Mandate. In that period 69 
more British soldiers had been killed, mostly victims of Jewish 
terrorism. Sir John feared by the end of the year the number would 
be higher. Yet if the flow of immigrants increased, so would the anger 
of the Arabs. Caught between two intransigent forces, the situation 
for Britain was becoming progressively more dangerous. 


By the end of 1946, Aliyah Bet had become a highly professional and 
smoothly run operation to select ships and their crews. Guests at the 
Thursday luncheons at the McAlpine Hotel would return to Jewish 
groups in Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco and a score of other 
cities. Demobilised servicemen, hungry for new challenges after 
seiA'ing in Europe, bought tickets for the next train to New York. For 
Ze’ev Shind: ‘The process of checking backgrounds became even 
more thorough and we became choosy on who we took. Those we 
suspected wouldn’t stay out of bars were turned away. Young Jewish 
boys are usually not good at holding their liquor. The last thing we 
wanted was a drunk spilling the beans. The same with volunteers 
who hadn’t much Jewish background and no Jewish education. We 
wanted only the very best. But Navy veterans were waved through.’ 

The first boat purchased by Captain Ash was an old Coast Guard 
cutter. Refitted and sailing under a Honduran flag, she was renamed 
the Chaim ArlosoroJJ. Soon other ships had been purchased. Each one 
was bought through a dummy company to conceal any link with 
Aliyah Bet. One was called FB Company, the initials of Fanny 
Barnett’s name. 

Ralph Goldman, along with all his other duties, had the 
responsibility for obtaining foreign registry’ for each boat and became 
a regular visitor to Latin American consulates to hand over an 
envelope containing a certified cheque and, in return, receive the 
appropriate documents for the ship to sail under its foreign tlag. 
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Panama registered the first two ships, Honduras the next three. The 
sixth one was to be Pyesidcfit Wnifield^ alter she was certified as 
seaworthy by the Baltimore agent of Lloyd’s of London. In the 
meantime, Captain Ash had arranged for a tug to tow the ship from 
the James River to Baltimore’s waterfront to make it more accessible 
to work on. 

The rotting timbers of Pier Eight at the end of Baltimore’s 
Lancaster Street continued to be coated with the city’s sewage and 
the discharge from a nearby chemical plant, further staining the once 
pristine white of the hull of the President Wmjield. The stench hung 
over the hulk. Ever\' morning at dawn the warren of narrow streets 
echoed with the roar of trucks and the tramp of workmen making 
their way to the steamer. Eate into the ev^ening the sound of riveting 
machines, hammering, sawing and the rumble ol eqtiipment being 
rolled along the ice-covered decks filled the air. Refrigeration units, 
pumps and replacement boilers were each manhandled into position. 
Men worked from platforms slung over the side to tap the hull for 
signs of structural weakness. But the ship was ready for many more 
years at sea. The engine was good for another 100,000 miles. Less 
could be said for the electrical wiring. When the President 11 a 
been fitted otit for war, the power voltage Britain required had been 
wired in a hurry and had to be replaced. 

From time to time, Ze’ev Shind had come to inspect progress, 
climbing the gangplank, adjusting his footing to the rocking of the 
steamer as she res])onded to the stirring of the dark, poisonous water. 
He had been imj^ressed how men could work 12 hours a day in such 
a stench. But there was still a way to go to meet the deadline Captain 
Ash had set for completion, 25 Februaiy 1947. In a dockside cafe, he 
and Shind conferred and agreed more workmen were needed to 

O 



meet the deadline. It added to the already mounting costs: bills from 
chandlers, engineering firms and electrical suppliers. Each bill was 
})rom])tly paid out ol the Chemical Bank account. The receipts were 

kej)t in the Haganah’s headquarters in the house on the seafront in 
l el A\ i\'. 
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Nal Nacllcr liad returned Irom Cjerniany on a troop ship vvhieh 
docked in a very diHercnt New York from the one he had lelt. Then 
he had just been out ol college. Now he was a veteran who liad seen 
more of life than he had expected. It had been one thing to watch a 
movie newsreel of a bombed Germany, quite another to have 
actually walked through the ruins; one thing to see a DP camp on 
screen, another to have smelled its odour. Nat was one of the million 
men a month the army was discharging and had joined the American 
Veterans of Israel: ‘After I signed on a kid put a piece of paper in my 
hand with a telephone number. He said, “If you are really interested 
call this number.” I did and was immediately invited for an interview. 
The address was across the street from the Metropolitan Museum. I 
rang the bell and the doors opened by themselves. I thought, ''Oy, 
oy, oyf’ Suddenly there were floodlights shining in my eyes. I couldn’t 
see who was asking the questions as I gave my background. At the 
end I was told I would get a call. Next day I got one. A voice asked 
if I was still interested in helping. I said yes. The guy said, “Go to 
Pier 32 in Philadelphia. Take a bag with you. When you get there ask 
for Captain Ash.’” 

Nat Nadler was about to join other young Jews from all ov er the 
United States who were receiving similar orders: soldiers who had been 
in the Normandy landings; marines who had stormed their way across 
the Rhine; deckhands who had sei'ved in the wartime Mercantile 
Navy. Others were office clerks and college students who had nev er 
been to sea before, but were driven by the prospect of adv enture and 
the plight of Jews waiting in F.urope to go to Eretz EisraeL 


On a moonless night, a fishing boat })uttcred through the darkness 
out of the port of Caesarea, south of Haifa. Squatting on the deck 
among the nets was Yossi Harel. He was close to his 29th birthday, 
the lines around his mouth giving him the look of an older man. 
Those who worked with him in the Haganah said his dark brown 
eyes warned that if someone didn’t have an answer he wanted, that 
someone would hav e a ])roblem. 

T here were many stories about Harel: how he taught himselt to 
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swim and at night had taken otit a rowing boat to learn the basics of 
steering. Now he was among the Palyam’s best navigators. He was a 
teenager when lie joined other young men in Jerusalem to help 
defend the Yishuv against the Arabs. Even then Harel had had the 
look of a man ‘born to command and take risks’, noted the group’s 
leader, Yitzhak Sadeh, who would become a member of the 
Haganah High Command. Yossi’s knowledge and military skills 
deepened when he joined up with Orde Wingate. 

Soon he had become a member of Alivah Bet, of whom Ben- 
Gurion later wrote: ‘They took their lives in their hands for so-called 
illegal immigration and the mass escape ofjews from Europe; indeed, 
who by their courage and steadfastness prepared the way for that 
near-miracle: the restoration of our sovereign independence.’ 

Since November 1946, when Harel had first commanded an .Aliyah 
Bet boat bringing immigrants from a Yugoslav port to Palestine, he 
had carried out many similar missions. Now he was on his way to 
take part in the biggest of all. 

Yossi sensed the crew, young Palestinejews, eyed him with respect 
not only because he had fought alongside and been close to the 
legendary Orde Wingate, but for his own reputation within the 


organisation. 

Watching the shore fade into the night and feeling the swell 
increase, Yossi could remember that day he had taken Wingate to 
Caesarea to see its magnificent viaduct, as intact as the day water 
first ran along the stone cuK'ert built over 2,000 years ago. Wingate 
had talked about the engineering feat required to build the viaduct, 
but soon he had returned to disctiss the tactics of the Romans, a sub¬ 
ject of endless lascination lor the Englishman. Yossi asked how 
\\ ingate had accjuired such knowledge and was told it was from the 
Bible, that ex erything worth knowing was in its two testaments. 

Beyond the harbour the fishing boat turned southwards, heading 
out to sea for its rendez\’ous oil the coastal village of Michmoret. 
^ ossi had made such trips sex eral times since he had left the British 
Army and returned to the Haganah. The skills \\ ingate had taught 
him to help the Mandate were now being used against it. 
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His last mission had been to Athens, his money belt filled with gold 
coins for a Greek forwarding shipping agent to pay for the consign¬ 
ment of arms to fight the Arabs. Considerable quantities of weapons 
bought on the black market had been stockpiled in Greece and Italy, 
and the agent had found a way to send them to Palestine, labelling 
them as industrial equipment, the sealed cases displaying their 
export/import licences. They were shipped to Haifa as consignments 
for companies like the Palestine Electric Corporation. Yossi had been 
at the port to watch them being unloaded on to waiting trucks, which 
were driven to one of the Haganah depots hidden across the country. 
So far 200 Bren guns and spare parts, 1,000 British Army rifles, 500 
German Army rifles, 400 machine guns of various types, 500 
revolvers and one and a half million rounds of ammunition had been 
smuggled into the hideouts. 

In the early hours the fishing boat came alongside a small freighter 
flying the Greek flag and Yossi clambered aboard. Three days later 
the ship reached Italian territorial waters and Yossi climbed down 
into another fishing smack and came ashore at the port of Taranto 
in southern Italy. Waiting for him was Ada Sereni. In her open 
roadster, she drove him north to Cremona, south of Milan, where 
Eliyahu Cohen had set up a staging post. There 40 of his trucks, 
which had brought 500 men, women and children out of a DP camp, 
were being refuelled for the next stage of the journey to Sete. 

Sun blinds drawn against the midday sun and a tray of cold drinks 
on the table between them in his office. Sir John Cunningham 
listened intently as Lieutenant Commander Bailey described his 
proposal on how to board a blockade-runner more effectively. The 
operation should take place at night and initially called for contin¬ 
uous noise and light: light from a destroyer’s searchlight focused on 
the immigrant ship; noise from its 20mm Oerlikons fired across its 
bow and 40mm Bofors fired over its rigging. All the time the piercing 
destroyer’s siren would punctuate the night and its loudspeakers 
would repeatedly order the blockade-runner to stop. Drawing closer 
to it, the destroyer would use a depth-charge-thrower to fire an 
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anchor attacliccl to a steel wire over the blockade-runner s buKv^arks 
and secure it to the patrol ship. 

Each destroyer would carry a specially trained boarding party, 
equipped with tear-gas dispensers used in riots, Lee Enfield rifles 
and 9mm Lanchester sub-machine guns. Each marine would also 
carry a two-foot-long baton to fend off opponents or deliver body 
blows, and wear a white jumper and a white-painted steel helmet 
along with a leather arm shield similar to those used by Zulus. The 
boarding team would have two sailors equipped with high-pressure 
hosepipes to clear the immigrants from the area where the boarders 
would land. 

Bailey concluded his detailed briefing with a warning: ‘The threat 
posed by female immigrants using hat pins must be taken into 
account. Each boarder should be equipped with a cricket-style box 
to protect private parts. Equally important is that every boarding 
member showed pride in his appearance. The immigrants must 
realise they are dealing with efficient and effective professionals. The 
important thing is not to deliberately harm or kill anyone. The 
methods proposed would enstire the illegal ship would be quickly 
captured.’ 

The First Sea Lord showed Bailey Stephenson’s report that larger 
immigrant ships could be on the way and told him he would be in 
charge of stopping them. 


The transit camp outside Cremona was a German barracks which 

had been hurriedly abandoned as its troops withdrew into the Third 

Reich. Money and workers from the Joint had cleaned and fitted out 

the huts with bedding, showers, toilets, a kosher kitchen and dining 

hall. 'Ehe larder had been restocked with tinned food and fresh 

vegetables bought locally. A bakery in Cremona provided bagels 

everv dav. 

* > 

Ada and \ ossi carefully checked the names of refugees against lists 
gix'ing their place and country of birth and the concentration camps 
where they were interned. It was a slow and laborious process, as 
many relugees had experienced horrors that had left them with 
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memory gaps. Their papers included passes to cross the Italian 
border into France which had been obtained by Yehuda Arazi. I he 
most important document was a Mexican visa given to each man, 
woman and child identifying them as a citizen of that country. Fhe 
visas had been bought by Moshe Bar-Cblad from Mexican diplomats 
in Madrid. A number of refugees were Jews from Eastern Europe 
and the camp’s welfare workers had bathed, disinfected and clothed 
them for the next stage of their journey south. Among them was 
Yosef Reich. 

Reich came from Radom, a 14th-century city south ofW arsaw that 
had produced textiles and glassware. The first Jewish families had 
arrived there in 1798, forming a community in one of the suburbs. 
They had come from the distant east of Europe: a place of folklore, of 
pagan forest people, of girls being casually impregnated and their 
babies left out to die in the winter landscape. Superstition was rife and 
scores were often settled by husbands or fathers with a knife or axe. 
Another bloodstain on the land was anti-Semitism, an unabated and 
all-consuming tidal wave that crossed mountains and rivers, dri\'en on 
by a terrible lust to seek out and destroy any Jew. In Radom the Jews 
had found refuge, were allowed to sell their goods to their Christian 
neighbours and permitted to wear their traditional dress and speak 
their own language. They lived quiet lives within the sanctity^ of their 
faith; the Sabbath was the high point of the week, when, together with 
religious holidays, there were a few brief hours to relax. By 1939, 
24,475 Jews lived in Radom. They included Yosef Reich, his parents 
and his two brothers and one sister. Hard-working, like their fellow 
Jews, they were at peace with their mostly Catholic neighbours. 

Within their community the family were regarded as industrious 
and generous, always ready to help. Yosef and his two brothers and 
sister were well clothed and educated and there were the usual 
signposts marking the life of the boys: circumcision, bar mitzvah, the 
first community wedding to attend with their parents as guests. Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur (the Jewish Higli Holidays), Succoth, 
Hanukkah and Pesach, marked tlie progress of the Jews of Radom 
into another year. 
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Blit war was coming, and coming closer by the day. Hitler’s 
Germany was exerting pressure, a huge dark and ever-expanding 
blot. The Sudetenland, the German-speaking part ofGzechoslovakia, 
was already in Nazi hands. Since 1938 the Third Reich had been 
reaching out for Austria and Poland. 

By 1939 Radom’s population was 90,039, of which around a third 
were Jews. Their fate would be given a place in the records of the 
Nuremberg International W^ar Grimes Tribunal in 1946. 

The city was occu|)ied on 8 September 1939 and its Jews fell into 
German hands. Between March and April 1941 the Germans 
established two ghettos. As well as Radom’s Jews, thousands more 
from surrounding towns were held there. Although the Jews suf¬ 


fered from star\’ation, bad hygienic conditions and persecution by 
the SS and the Gestapo, compared to most other ghettos overall 
h\ iiik^ conditions were relativ ely bearable. Smuggling food into the 
ghettos, howev er, could hav e deadly consequences and many paid 
with their liv es for attempting to do so. 

For the Jews, Zeromski Street in the city centre became an 
especially terrifying place. It was where the SS set up its headquar¬ 
ters. An excerpt from the testimony given at Nuremberg by one of 
the city s doctors, Dav id Wajnapel, provides a harrowing picture: 
‘The house on Zeromski Street became a menace to the entire Jewish 
population. People walking in the street were dragged into the 


gateway and ill treated by merciless beatings and by the staging of 
sadistic games.’ 


Then the dej:)ortations began. 

In August 1942 the first round-up took place. About 600 old 
people and children were shot by the Germans during the course of 
assembling those to be sent to I reblinka. From then on deportations 
to the death camps became routine. Howev^er, Yosef Reich and his 
two biothers were assigned to forced labour in an arms factorv 

I / ^ 

where they toiled until they were sent to Auschwitz in 1944. \\ aiting 

theie was Dr Josef Mengele, his })ointing fingers holding a cigarette. 

^ oscf would never forget how 'Mengele took out mv vounger brother 
from the liiu'’. 



Ivi'iicst Hcviti, liritain’s I'orcign Minister 
in the post-war Labour (/overnment. 

11 is restrictive immigration |)olicy and 
determination to stop the Exodus 
reaching l^ilestine at all costs brouglit 
worldwide condemnation. 


On 2 November 1917, Authur James 
Balfour, Britain’s Foreign Secretary, wrote 
to Lord Rothschild the momentous letter 
that became known as the Balfour 
Declaration. Balfour (middle) is seen here 
in Jerusalem with V\ eizmann (right) laying 
a corner stone at the Einstein Institiute of 
Mathematics in 1925. 




Da\'id Ben-(jurion rests his bowed head on his hands while C'.haim \\ eizmann cups his hand 
ov’cr his eyes. It is as if both men wanted to blot out the looming war. It marked the end t)f the 
21st Zionist Oongress in (jene\a in 1939. On Ben-(iurion’s right is Moshe Shertok (Sharett), 
who would become Israel’s first Foreign Minister. 












Mcnacheni Begin, a veteran Polish 
soldier and a guerrilla fighter in 
Palestine, presented the British 
Mandate forces with a serious 
challenge as he led his men in 
armed struggle against them. 

He commanded the infamous 
terror group, the Irgun. 



(iolda Meir (Meyerson): her 
fund-raising skills in the 
I’nited Stales played a crucial 
role in (he slorv ol Kwdiis. 









^’ossi Hard, seen here in later lile, was horn in Jerusalem, lie was 28 yi'ars old and a .seasoned 
Ilat^anah intelli,thence oHieer who had lont>;ht under ()i (lc‘ W ingate when lu' was a|)|)oinU'd 
eominander (A Exodus. Seiz ing under (laj)lain Ike .\hrono\\ itz inllamed the two men's rc'lationshij). 







































Ike itzhaki Alironouitz was boin in Lodz, Poland, but his laniilv nioxcd to Id A\iv the vear 
h(' was 1)01 n. A liery yonnt; itK'olooue, he joined the Ila,u;anah na\al unit and, alter stud\ing tor 
(“i^ht months in I,ondon, he (lualilicHl as third, seeond and tinally first otfieer. It was l)ut a step to 
beeoinint' ('aj)tain ol /'.\w///v, w hieh would tnaki.' him Israel's most darini* and eelebrated sailor. 

















Second left in the front is Ike Ahroniwitz. d he 22-vear-olcl looks like a 
teenager with the face of a streetw ise youngster. He had started his life 
sailing at sea on cargo ships and went on to study at a maritime college 
in London. There he met Saul A\ igur, the Aliyah Bet \ ctcran. .\ftcr 
spending an afternoon together in a Lion’s Clorncr House, A\ igur 
recommended Ike to captain Exodus. 



Exodus., formerly the most lu.xurious (;he.sa|)eake Bay stcanu'r Eiesideul W’mjield. dockctl at 
Bortovenere, Italy. In the top left is a splendid white \ illa from where* the .MB) olliccr, (iount 
I rederick \ anden Ileuxel, kej)l watch on the shij). 











A key jxiit oftlie Aliyah Bet ininiii>^'ation orajanisation were the secret radio stations the Haa;anah liad 
set nj) around tlie Mediterranean. This one was liidden in the Itiilian base Ada Screni had set uj). 



I lu I l<it>tin<ih s most biilliant o|)ei'ati\(‘ in the South ol l ianee, .Ada Sereni, a u^entle. petite. 

1)1.K k-h.iii((I worn.Ill ill Ihm forties. 1 liu' eontaets were iiu aluable tor prox’idina^ doeuinents tor 
)( wisti i( tui;((S. Slie w.is the w iitow ot lai/o SeriMii (rigtit), the son ot tlie plivsieian to tlie Kiny; 
ot l(.it\, w ho ti.id 1)11 n (.iptiiied and tortured to deatli by tlie (iestaj)o alter jiaraehutina; behind 
(ierinan lines. .Ada took tiis |)laee in opiuations in Italv. 
















The maps shows the jump-ofT points of the displaced person boats along the Italian coast. 
These were organised l^y Ada Screni and Azar. The hrst boat set sail in 1946 after the end of 
the war while Exodus was being jDrepared for its momentous journey. The refugees came down 
from the camps in Germany through Italy, often by their own xolition. 



Ordc Wingate whom Winston Cduirchill called 
‘a man of a genius who might well ha\ c become a 
man of destiny’. He was e.xccptional in his support 
for the Jews and his commitment to Zionism e\en 
before he came as a British .\rmy intelligence 
officer to Palestine. 41iere he taught the Haganah 
the tactics of waging guerrilla warfare against 
Arab terrorists. Vossi Hard became his aide and 
the tactics they developed were later adapted to 
jDi'otcct Exodus as it fought off the Royal Xa\y. 


iThuda .Vrazi’s code name was ahm, or oak, an aj)t 
lamc. The British called him the fox. His courage 
ind skills as a former detective in the Palestine Police 
•orcc, before he left to join the Haganah, made him 
in expert in creating escaj)c routes for Jewish 
efugees — and j)ut a j)ricc on his head. 











Eli Kalm and Bill Bernstein, Fii St Mate of the Exodus, in a jovial mood before the departure of 
the President Wmjield. Bill would beeome the \ ietim of the later battle - elubbed on the head by a 
boarder he had told his shipmates his premonition that he would die in the battle. He is buried 
in Martys Row in Haifa eemeteiy, and is one of many heroes of the x’oyage. 



David Ben-(lurion, the fierv’ Jewish leader, found in 
1 luman (left) a ready listener over the i>^'im conditions 
in the DP camps in (iciniany. lk'n-(iurion urejed 
I luman to ask Britain’s f oreign Seeretai'v, Ernest 
Btvin tOtillow 1 ()(),()()() Jews to enter I'alestinc. 

















At lli<‘ tender ai^e of 19 l ira 
Neimark (now Memako\) had 
escorted 32 small elhldn'ii, 
sun ivors of the I loloeanst, on 
hoard hlxodus. She and I Jrairn 
M(‘mako\’, whom I'ira met and 
fell in love with f)n the ship, 
were married in th(‘ detention 
camp in lV)j)j)cndorf then 
remarried later, in Israel. 


A woman on a biinkbcd aboard 
the Exodus. The bed was made 
from planks carried on board 
from Baltimore and finally 
assembled at Portovenere. 


















Sol Lcslcr was one ol'tlic 35 American jews who had \ oluntecrcd to crew Exodus. Many, like 
C ^ lid cl ()ll,^llldll\ signed on as deck hands. But when his skills as a mechanic became known 


to Ike Ahronowitz, he was transrerred to the 
llailins; piston rods drix ino- the jirojxdlcr shaft 


cmrine room and learned to maintain the 
at oxer a hundred rcxolutions a minute. 


i^ieat 




Crushed together against eai h otluM' in tiu' heat, the pas.sengers 
that mattered xxas they had snrx-ixvd and all tluw xvantetl xvxs ti 


remindi'd each other that all 
reach tludr homeland. 















1)0111 ill a rcmoir village near 
I’insk ill llic Russian I'anjiirc. 

(iliaim WVi/iiiaiiii Ix'c aiiic the 
lirsi I’ri'sidciil ol Israel, the 
c limax ol one ol the most 
rcMiiarkahle careers, cau' that 
shajx'cl (he histor\ ol the*Jewish 
race. 11 is vital role in the creation 
oftlie Jc'wish state broiit^ht him 
into conllict with Winston 
(iluirchill, la nest Ik'x in and 
President Roosevelt. He 
eonfronted them all with candour 
and occasionally an^er, hut 
al)o\e all with the informed 
wisdom of a lifetime lighting fcjr 
the creation ol Israel. 


Lieutenant Roger Pearee of 
H.\1S Childers was the leader of 
the naval boarding jxirties who 
stormed the Kxudus. He 
narrowly csea|)ed falling into 
the sea when, landing on the 
shij)\s deck, he was greeted 
with a fusillade ol tins and 
|)otatoes. A battle like no other 
started. Before he retired frcaii 
the* na\A' Pearce had become 
.\dmiral ol the Meet. 
















1 lie leader ol tlie Palestine Patrol attack force, HMS Childers. The tactics to cajjtnrc Exodus had 
been dc\iscd by its captain, Lieutenant L.A.S. Hailey, a veteran of World War 1 wo. He decided 
the boarding platform would enable his specially trained sailors to ox’crcome the Ihgh super¬ 
structure ol Exodus. But Bailey had not counted on the unc.\j:)ected resistance of its passengers. 



Brook!vn-born and bred, Civril 
\\cinstein was Exodus' third mate and 
looked like a man whose mind was set 
only on getting the pa.sscngcrs to 
Palestine. Physically powerful, he 
walked with a limjD from childhood 
infantile paralysis. He was an artist and 
otl-dut\’ sketched for children on board. 
During the battle at sea he worked with 
Ike to use the steering gear at the stern 
to time after time outwit the ramming 
tactics of the Roval Xaxw destroyers. 














Kalpli (ioldman was a senior 
1 laiijanah f)nieer in New \'ork 
who oii^anised fund-raising 
Innehes where llu' guest 
s|)(‘akers included (Jolda Meir 
and I )a\ id l)en-( iurion. 

1 here were limes when 
S5() million would Ix' j)ledged 
in minutes to finance the 
purchase of ships like Exodus. 


(icrald Landau had been j)ut in 
charge of'many of the older 
children on llxodus. ()ne had 
been /vi \'akubovich, a sun ixor 
of Huchenwald, who would l)e 
shot dead Iw a naxal boarder. 

He xxas almost 15 years old. 

1 xx'o olluas xxould be killed: his 
friend, 23-xear-old .Mordeehai 

' 4 

Haumstein, and Hill IkM iislein. 





















1 larold (lardncr was a nouii^ 
soldier in Uk' lii'itisli Annv in 
I’ah'stine l)efJ)rc Ix'in^ assigned as 
a miai'd on du‘ Runuytucde Park. His 

t 1 

(Inly was lo j)a(i'ol outside the wire* 
eauc eonlaininu i'ern< 2 (‘(‘s. 

1 le established a iri('ndshij) with 
se\ eral, inelndin,<>; a young 
L'krainian woman \\ ho spoke 
near-j)ei feet laiglish. lA the time 
the ship reached Hamhnrg he v\as 
one ol tlu' lew guards w ho 
eoneinded the reihgees should not 
ha\c been sent back to (iermanv. 




( )n( ol th( d( Stto\(is in tlu' task lore(“ which attaek(‘d I'Aodiis, takem b\’a voting soldier at the 
time, I larold ( hirdner. 























riic flai>; and name l)()ar(l were raised after the funeral of the mother oftlie new-l)()rn hahy on 
hoard. I'lie Roval Naw hoarders, scattered around the deck, were ordered l)v tlieir offieers to 
make no attcmj)t to remove tlie emhlems. As the shij) came closer to the I’alestine coast the 
j)assen,t(ers united in sintriuir. 
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Exodus, stopped at sea by 
tlie na\T task force. 1 he 

4 

toll was three refugees 
killed, two hundred 
wounded and the ship’s 
superstructure ripped to 
pieces. The boarding 
teams gathered up the 
potatoes and tins of food 
hurled at them to take 
back to their warships 
\\ here food was short. 
Mementos of the fighting 
were stolen from the 
refugees’ belongings. 


Sir John Cainningham, the future First Sea 
Lord and Clommander of the FLastern 
Mediterranean Fleet including the Palestine 
Patrol. By the outbreak of the Second 
World W ar he was a vice-admiral. After an 
ad\enturous war, he was aj)pointcd First 
Sea Lord in 1946. 






/'>.\W//.v approac hing 1 laila uiuIcm' (he guard ol (lu* Palestine boarders. I he refugees were allowed 
to lly (licit Hag and display tiu'ir lu'w name for (he .shi|) once known as President Warfield. Later, 
.sailing hom Port-dc'-Boiu* in France* to internment in 1 lamburg, the refugees on board Runn\mede 
Park had displayed theii* continued di'liance by ('iiiblazing a swastika on the British L nionJack. 
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llie abiding trauma for many incarcerated in Auschwitz was that 
part of each of them had died there, choked by the horrific stench 
from the ovens and chimneys. Day and night it clung to them, 
impregnated their clothes and skin with the smell of the gassing and 
burning of the elderly, the women and the children; then there were 
the pits of burnt bodies and the heaps of clothing, footwear and 
spectacles which filled warehouses. 

Inmates from other death camps who had reached Cremona 
confirmed it was the same in all the camps: two buckets for the toilet 
needs of every hundred prisoners; drinking water which left lips 
cracked; the pieces of bread that prisoners could not swallow; the 
prisoners who went mad and ran at the guards, screaming they 
wanted to be shot — and were. 

For Ada the recollections of survivors had a powerful and 
cumulative effect on her. Typical was Yosefs testimony, which 
evoked the chilling tone of a courtroom murder trial as he described 
the forced march he and thousands of others endured on their w^ay 
from Auschwitz as the Red Army closed in and the camp inmates 
were needed for work elsewhere. He was destined for Buchenwald, 
once more a slave labourer in the German war machine. Part of the 
journey involved marching in the depths of winter in January' 1945: 
AVe had no clothes. The weather was very cold and it was snowing. 
There were about 12,000 of us when we set out. There were about 
2,000 when we arrived at Buchenwald. People died from starv ation 
in open fields. We had nothing to eat, only the snow. It is all we had 
to eat. People died from diphtheria or exhaustion. Any prisoner 
lagging behind was shot.’ 

A total of 65,000 prisoners were ev acuated from Auschwitz in the 
beginning of January' 1945; 15,000 died on those death marches. By 
the end of the war in Europe a quarter of a million prisoners had 
been sent on death marches. Some of their testimonies, like Yosefs 
account, provide the shocking and unforgettable reality behind the 
cold statistics of extermination in camps like Buchenwald. 

Yosef Reich was sure that what had sustained him before he 
reached Cremona was the belief that one day he would get to 
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Palestine. Liberation was a wonderful feeling. But to see Eretz I'lsrael 


would be beyond words. 

There were others around Yosef in Cremona who had nightmares 
that kept them awake at night. Miriam Bergman found she could 
not sleep in a hut where perhaps the soldiers who had killed her 
parents had slept. Freddie Kronenberg was filled with a sense of 
remorse that he had been allowed to live while so many had died. 
Listening to Ben-Gurion’s words in the DP camp at Landsberg had 
both moved him deeply and fed his guilt; he asked himself why he 
had done so little to help so many people who had died at Auschwitz? 
His people. Why had he sheltered behind a Christian cross? 

After Ben-Gurion had moved on from Landsberg, Freddie had 
gone to a rabbi in the camp and explained why he wore the emblem. 
The rabbi had said it was no more than that - an emblem. What 


mattered was that wearing it had saved Freddie’s life in the e\’il of 
Auschwitz. It did not mean he had to reject his own faith; he could 
still be a Jew. The rabbi had suggested if it would help he could give 
Freddie a Magen Da\'id — a Star of David — to wear; he could, of 
course, keep the crucifix as a reminder, but the star might help him 
understand who he was. Freddie believed that since wearing the six- 
pointed Magen David, he had begun to come to terms with his guilt. 
On the day he had left Landsberg, chosen to be among the next 
group of refugees to go to Palestine, the rabbi had assured Freddie his 
guilt would fade once he reached that destination and he was able to 
do what Ben-Gurion had asked of eveiybody else: help. 

When Gertruda arrived in the transit camp in Cremona with 
Michael Stolowitzky, Mickey, she believ ed they were only ‘a prov'er- 
bial ste]) away from reaching Palestine’. Ada had confirmed their 
j:)apers were in order and that the sea journey would take only a few 
days. While the boat had not yet arrived, they would wait in a house 
near the eml)arkation harbour. A similar promise had been given to 
all the relugees. The mood in the transit camp was relaxed and ev en 
upbeat when Yossi Harel had announced an American inspection 
team would be arriv ing in a dav or so. 

Fhe team worked under the umbrella of the American Jewish 


Plans and Proposals 


145 


Joint Distribution Committee, the most povverlul of all the Jewish 
relief agencies in Germany. Its stiill regularly made inspections of 
Jewish DP camps and transit centres set up by the Haganah. The 
Joint had raised ovTr SI 7 million in the United States since the end 
of the war. The organisation knew the value of|)ublicity and the visit 
to Cremona would, as usual, be covered by a team of photographers 
and reporters. After the formal inspection had ended, the team would 
select one or two refugees to meet the press. Gertruda regarded such 
matters as part of the process for getting herself and Mickey to 
Palestine. 

Towards the end of the tour the Joint delegation approached 
where Gertruda and Mickey stood outside their barracks. The group 
had smiled and asked their usual questions about living conditions 
and had started to move on when its leader stared at Gertruda. 
Michael recalled: ‘The woman said Gertruda could not come to 
Palestine with me because she was Christian and eveiy space on the 
ship was only for a Jewish person. The woman said she would take 
care of me and bring me to Palestine. Gertruda said, “No! I am not 
leaving Mickey with you or anybody. I am taking him to his 
homeland.” The woman said that was impossible. Gertruda said that 
unless she was allowed to take me she would tell the press. I had 
never seen her so determined and so angry. “I will tell them what I 
had promised his mother. How I was with this little boy for the whole 
war and I had risked my own life. I want to take him and continue 
living with your people, with him, in your counti'y. But if you don’t 
let me and discriminate against me. Pm going to tell it to the press.” 
They looked at Gertruda in astonishment. Then they whispered 
among themselves. The delegation’s leader looked at Gertruda and 
said, “You and your little boy will go. That I promise.’” 


Fira Neimark had the dark eyes and open smile of a child of steppes. 
It was when she moved that her fine looks could be fully appreciated, 
or when she cocked her head while listening, or smiled when replying 
to a familiar question: how had she come to be going to Palestine? 
When she explained, peopled had looked at her with astonishment 
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and respect. She was barely 19 years old, with the responsibility for 
bringing with her 52 small children, each a survivor of the Holocaust, 
to Palestine. For someone so young to have done this single-handedly 
was extraordinary^ 

Once more Fira would modestly explain: ‘My story is for my 
parents. They come from a very^ religious background and all their 
li\ ^es they knew that one day we would all go to Eretz 1 Israel. But at 
the end of the war they didn’t have the money to buy the papers for 
us all. But they could manage to find enough money for me to go. I 
said I would never leave without them. But my father went down on 
his knees and begged me to go, saying he and my mother would 
follow. I will never forget that day, 31 December 1945.’ 

Fira would summarise the next stage of her story' succinctly. How 
she had set off for Cracow in Poland to stay with friends of her 
parents. She would wait there while they still tried to find the money 
to buy their exit visas. But soon the border between Russia and 

Poland had closed. Months later the family in Cracow had sent her 

> 

on to Lodz, where they had learned the first members of Aliyah Bet 
had arrived to search for Jews wanting to go to Palestine. The contact 
was soon made. Fira still spoke onR Russian, the men from .Aliyah 
Bet Yiddish, Hebrew and a little English. But they told her she would 
go to Palestine — along with the children she would care for. Fira’s life 
was about to change. 


‘I went with the Aliyah Bet people to the Lodz rail station to look 
around for Jewish children who were lost. We could see right away 
this is a Jewish child, there is a Jewish child. They didn’t know where 
their parents were, they were gone. W e wotild take them to the place 
we had prepared for them. Fhey were orphans. Their parents had 
been taken into the camps never to be seen again. They' were lost. 
Lost to life. Seeing them I felt something inside me. I can’t explain 
the fe eling. It was something in my^ heart. 1 knew I had to help them 
and take them away from their past. I had to bring them home to 
Eretz yisraei I was |)ut in charge of 52 of them.’ 

(5nce she had gathered all the children together, she led them out 
ol Poland to C^zechoslovakia, across one border after another into 
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Austria. Iliey walked only at night to avoid drawing attention to 
themselves. By day they hid in fields and forests, drank water from 
mountain streams and ate what food Fira could beg from farmers. 
Soon her trek through snow-capped mountains, ravines, across rivers 
and centuries-old paths had come to the attention of welfare workers. 
At each border they waited to escort the group to safe places where 
they could sleep in beds and eat hot food. One stopover was at a 
monastery high in the mountains. Another was a seminary: ‘These 
were Catholic houses, places of God, and we were received with 
warmth and kindness. At each stage we waited to move to the next 
stage. Finally we were in Germany.’ 

They entered through the foothills of the Alps to reach 
Rosenheim, where Hermann Goering was born and one of the first 
Nazi banners had been draped across its entrance: sind hiernicht 

erwunscht^}^'w% are not wanted here. On the outskirts of the town was 
a camp, one of the 120 sub-camps of Dachau, which had housed 
slave labourers for the nearby BMW plant. When Fira arrived with 
her children, there were already over a thousand children in the 
camp brought there from all over Europe. Some had been there for 
over a year: stateless persons waiting for papers, waiting for a country^ 
to admit them, hoping to go to Palestine. 

Fira and her children were housed together in a hut: ‘I was a little 
mother for them. I gave them all my love, everything I had to give. 
When they were old enough, they helped me with the small ones. I 
never met children so wonderful. They didn’t talk about the war. 
They were just happy to be safe with me.’ 

One day a stranger came to their hut. He was tall and suntanned 
and spoke Yiddish as well as Hebrew. He asked each child to come 
forward in turn with his or her UNRR/\ document. He attached to 
it a pass to enter France and a Mexican visa on which he wrote the 
name of each child. Finally he gave Fira her travel documents, urging 
her to make sure every child took care of theirs. She looked at the visa 
in surprise. Moshe Bar-Gilad had smiled and said they would be 
going to Palestine. 

In Gremona Fira and the other refugees began to board the British 
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army trucks, their doors stencilled in Hebrew with the emblem of 
the Palestine General Transport Corps. 


Bag on his shoulder, Nat Nadler walked along Lancaster Street on 
Baltimore’s waterfront, the smell of sewage and the noxious tumes 
from a chemical plant increasing at every step. It must have been 
like this, Nat imagined, when the first steamboats plied their trade 
from here, with passengers making their way through the narrow 
streets, the crews sleej)ing in slum boarding houses on either side of 
alleys. Now among the boarcled-up warehouse windows and cracked 
paving, only the scuttling rats remained of those days. Nat had kicked 
several out of his path, sending them squealing into the shadows. 
Even on this sunny Februaiy day the sun never reached street level. 

Captain Ash had given Nat precise instructions: when he reached 
the end of the street he would see President Watfield. He made her 
sound like a passenger liner and Nat had wondered if she was part of 
the American President Lines, which ran cruises down to South 
America. It would be a pleasant lile as an electrician on a cruise ship: 
good food, a comfortable bunk, pretty women and constant sun. The 
reality came when he reached the end of Lancaster Street. He stood 
there, staring in disbelief and dismay. "Oy veyF He said it once and 
several more times as he walked along the pier, stepping around gaps 
in the rotting timbers. The stench was o\'erpowering as he stared up. 
There was no doubt: the faded name on the stern and bow identified 


President f ( atjield. 

As he began to retrace his steps, a voice boomed down from an 
upper deck. Nat looked up. A hgure in clerical garb, his white collar 
gleaming and a large silver crucifix on his chest, peered down. 

Nat was startled and said to himself in Yiddish, AMiat was a priest 
doing here on a Jewish ship?’ 

The Reverend John Stanley Grauel was an ordained minister in 
the Methodist Church who had become a Zionist. The 28-year-old 
clergyman was an active member of the American Christian 
Ciommittee for Palestine'. I he committee had agreed to pay his salary 
lor the time he was abroad so that he could rather information to 
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promote their work in the United States. He was one of the first of 
Captain Ash’s recruits because of his seamanship, which had earned 
the admiration ofvetcran yachtsmen along the coast around Boston, 
wliere Grand sailed his own boat at weekends. There was also his 
ability to run a galley and produce hot food in the roughest of seas. 
With those skills came his fund-raising role for the committee, for he 
displayed a sense of humour and self-confidence in finding people 
ready to subscribe to the organisation. Someone with those qualities. 
Captain Ash had decided, would be indispensable on President IVaifield 
and Reverend Grand had agreed to run the ship’s galley. 

The priest called for Nat to come on board. After confirming 
Captain Ash had recruited him, followed by a firm handshake, the 
Reverend Grand took Nat on a tour of the ship to introduce him to 
the crew. For the moment they were only names, but they smiled in 
welcome and sometimes gave a brief description of their work. Kurt 
Baruch, Ben Foreman and Myron Goldstein, in their old US Na\y 
vests and underpants, were cooks. Roger Rofe and Samuel Schiller 
were muscular men, busy at work in the engine room when Nat 
arrived, apologising for not shaking hands as theirs were stained with 
oil. On various decks Nat was introduced to still more crew. Da\id 
Starek spoke fluent Spanish. Reuven Margolis spoke English in a 
hesitant voice. Avraham Sygal spoke English with a strong Lithuanian 
accent. Frank Levine was the son of Russian immigrants who spoke 
several European languages in a soft voice. Da\ id Lowenthal, Danny 
Malovsky and Dave Millman spoke Hebrew with a drawl. Lennie 
Sklar, along with Frank Stanezak, Mike WTiss, Terry Verdi and 
Harry Weinsaft, were each experts in the various skills needed to run 
the ship. 

Nat saw Mike Weiss and Abe Siegel were preparing a makeshift 
hospital with the help of Al)e Lippschitz, wiio had been a pharmacist 
in the war. Particularly impressive was Bill Bernstein, one of the 
ship’s two mates: the 23-year-old radiated competence and authority. 
He welcomed Nat with a ‘Good to have you on board.’ 

After the introduction Bernstein wrote to his mother: ‘You asked 
me to settle down, go to school. That’s all veiy fine. Mom, but one 
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clocsnH find licippincss l^y continually kidding hiinsclf lie is li3.pp\. 
Don’t you think I would like a nice wife and kids? Of course I would, 
but I can’t do that now. I say this knowing that your thoughts and 
heart are with me wherever I am and whatex er I am doing.’ 

Bernard Marks had been an officer in the US Merchant Marines. 
Another veteran of the ser\ice was Cyril Weinstein, an 18-stone giant 
who still walked with a slight limp from polio he had contracted as a 
child. Born and raised in Brooklyn, he struck up an immediate 
friendship with Nat when he learned they were near neighbours. Ben 
Foreman wore with jiride on his army uniform the wings of the 82nd 
Airborne Division; he had dropped into Normandy and fought his 
way through Europe. He had told Captain Ash he knew nothing 
about seamanship, but he would learn, just as he had learned to jump 


from 5,000 feet. 

Nat dev eloped a way to remember indiv iduals. Murray Aronofl 
wore his father’s badge from when he had serv ed in the Jewish 
Brigade. Nat called him the Badgeman, though never to his face; 
Aronoff was a tough New Yorker with a street-fighting look in his 
eyes. William ‘Big Bill’ Millman, with his full beard, had sen ed in the 
war on the USS Pittsburgh and became the cruiser’s heavweight 
boxing champion. He shared a surname with the other Millman, 
Dav'e, who was shorter and shaiper in tongue than his namesake and 
was another cook in Rev erend Grauel’s gallev. 

The priest took Nat to meet the ship’s radioman, Harold Leidner, 
who had given up a promising career as a lawyer to join President 
W aifield. The meet-and-greet tour ov’er, Bernstein had told Nat that 
Danny Malovsky, an 18-year-old newly qualified electrician, would 
assist him in untangling and replacing the wiring left by the British. 
I heir first task was to get the heat circulating through President 
\\ aijield. The weather was sub-zero and some of the crew were 
suflering from frostbite. 


Av i I .iv ney had spent weeks trying to track down what seemed an 
increasingly unlikely stoiy: that a secret Jewish organisation had been 
I'ormed to create a fleet of shi|)s to rescue Holocaust surv’wors. Avi 
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was a 19-ycar-olcl sailor who had been discharged from the US Navy 
after the war and, like other young Zionists, he was enraged at the 
way Britain had refused Holocaust survivors the right to go to 
Palestine. He regarded that as the re-enactment of his country’s 


founding fathers’ struggle in their War of Independence. I he 
thought had made Avi even more determined to join this mysterious 
fleet, but the organisation appeared to have no headquarters where 
he could olfer his serv ice. He called evei'y Jewish group listed in the 
telephone book of New York, but each call produced the same denial 
of any knowledge of the secret organisation. He had tried Zionist 
youth clubs and called upon rabbis at their synagogues. Everyone 
was polite and one or two asked him to leave his telephone number 
in case they heard anything. 

But Avi was persistent and finally decided to visit the Jewish 
Agency offices at 342 Madison Avenue. He didn’t get beyond the 
front desk and was once more told to leave his name and a contact 
number. He turned away, convinced that if the mysterious organi¬ 
sation existed he would never discover how to contact it. 

Avi was heading for the street when Shind entered. Impulsiv ely 
the young sailor asked Shind if he knew how he could get in touch 
.with Aliyah Bet. Avi recalled Shind saying, ‘Who’s asking? I told him 
who I was and why I wanted to know and asked who he was. He 
replied, “I work for Eretz TisraeE^ I said I wanted to do the same. He 
said I should meet him next day in the library of the Jewish 
Theological Seminary, a place I had never heard of I thought, “Oh, 
God, he thinks I want to be a rabbi.” When I got to the libraiy Shind 


introduced himself and the man with him. Captain Ash. For a couple 
of hours they grilled me about my Navy record, then asked me to 
wait outside. When they called me back in I was told to take a train 
to Baltimore. Captain Ash gavT me instructions to go to the ship 
called President Warfield.^ 

Like Nat Nadler, Av i Liv ney became another member of its crew 
after being sworn into the Haganah. Each sailor had his own stoiy 
of why he had signed on. One had worked in a Jew ish DP camp in 
Germany. Another volunteer had signed on after his brother was 
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killed in the last weeks ol the war during the battle for Berlin. One 
was the son of a rabbi; another was on board so he could go to 
Palestine to work in a collective settlement. Sev'eral had no seagoing 
experience and could not speak Hebrew or \ iddish, only a thick 

Brooklynese, laced with GI expletives. 

I’here was now urgency about the refitting of President Waijield. In 
London the Labour go\ eminent was exerting pressure on Latin 
American governments, threatening to cancel trade agreements if 
ships continued to sail under their flags and were suspected of being 
blockade-runners. .Already a Colombian diplomat in Bogota had told 
the local Ahyah Bet shipping agent that he had been instructed to 
no longer provide registration papers and visas. A small portion of 
the $50 million Golda Meyerson had raised at the Thursday 
luncheon was transferred to the diplomat’s bank account in Miami. 
No more was heard of the threatened withdrawal of the essential 
paperwork. The visas continued to be provided. 

The British Embassy in Washington informed the Honduran 
ambassador it had instructions from the Foreign Oflice to cancel 
Britain’s deal to import bananas from Honduras by the United Fruit 
Company. The firm was owned by Samuel Zemurray, an American 
Jew who had emigrated from Eastern Europe in the 1890s and 
became the largest exporter of bananas to Britain. 

Ze’ev Shind was in the process of negotiating a deal to buy two of 
the banana boats for Aliyah Bet. He had flown to New Orleans to see 
Zemurray at his estate. The two men had talked late into the night. 
As dawn broke Zemurray had called the president of Honduras and 
told him he had learned the price of bananas was going to fall. To 
help him bear the loss he wanted to sell two of his boats as soon as 
possible so he could continue to pay the current market price as long 
as the boats sailed under the Honduran flag. Shind had closed the 


deal for both ships to sail 
Baltimore. 


tinder a foreign registration out of 


Nat had been on board a week when Ze’ev Shind arri\ed with 
Captain Ash and Leddy Kollek, a veteran of blockade running and 
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close to Ben Gurion and now one ofthe key members ofHaganah’s 
expanding operations in the United States. With them was a tubby, 
short man who swayed as he walked. 

William Scholastica Schlegel, a staunch Roman Catholic from 
Bavaria, was a member ofthe powerful Masters, Mates & Pilots union 
of America. The union was in the middle of a major strike, having 
failed to come to terms with shipping companies, and its members 
were not allowed to take a ship to sea until the dispute was settled. 
Captain Ash had spotted the loophole he needed. As the union’s 
former vice-president, he knew the ban did not apply to anyone offered 
a job to sail under a foreign flag. President Waifield was registered in 
Honduras. Schlegel could be hired without breaking the strike. 
Captain Ash had engaged the paunchy, florid-faced ship’s master for 
‘a one-run job to deliver a ship to the western Mediterranean’. No 
further details were provided or asked for. 

With his heavy German accent and a fondness for drink, Schlegel 
would not have been Captain Ash’s first choice. But he was being 
pressed by Aliyah Bet to sail as soon as possible and Schlegel was 
available, having been out of work for months. 

With Shind were a number of suntanned and muscular young 
men for whom Teddy Kollek had arranged to have visas to enter the 
United States. They were members of Palyam, the Haganah’s secret 
navy. One was a slim, thin-faced, fair-haired man who looked even 
younger than his 22 years. His name was Yitzhak Ahronowitz. 
Throughout the Haganah’s High Command he was known as Ike. 
The son of ardent Zionists, he had gone to sea as a deckhand on his 
16th birthday, a month later becoming a founder member of 
Palyam. Recognising his potential, the Haganah had paid for Ike to 
study seamanship and navigation at a maritime college in London. 
Details of his training, including his tuition fees paid by the Jewish 


Agency from its Great Russell Street office in London and supported 
by the Manchester Shipping Company ‘to qualify for a ddhrd Mate’s 
ticket’ in the British Merchant Na\^ were passed in 1947 to MIG. 
His role in .\liyah Bet had become ‘a matter of interest’ to the Secret 
Intelligence Service. The documents remain in the MIG registry to 
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this clay. Through his Haganah membership, Ike met Saul Avigur, 
who controlled Aliyah Bet operations in the Mediterranean. After 
meeting Ike, Avigur recommended he should be given command of 
President Warfield on her first vcjyiige as a blockade-runner. 

Early in 1947, Ike was told he was going to be an extra mate on a 
British ship bound for New York. Shind had been waiting for him on 
the dockside and brought him to Baltimore. After Shind asked the 
crew to assemble in the dining hall, he introduced Ike as their chief 
mate and Schlegel as the ship’s master. Schlegel abruptly stood up 
and said that as the master, his orders would be final. In complete 
silence he walked out of the room. 


Chapter 11 

The Haganah Spy 


I n January 1947 Ralph Goldman could look with satisfaction at his 
efibrts for Aliyah Bet’s fund-raising not only in every Jewish 
community in the United States but also across the border into 
Mexico and down through Latin ^America. Even small congregations 
in remote areas had raised money to help to buy boats that were 
being refitted in shipyards between Boston and Baltimore. As each 
one came off a slipway it bore the name of a pioneer of Zionism: 
Josiah Wedgwood, Hochelaga, Henrietta Szold. In all there were 10 boats 
at various stages of refurbishment being readied to cross the Atlantic 
and join the other 40 ships that Goldman’s fund-raising had helped 
buy and make ready for the journey to Palestine. Often aged and 
derelict, little more than hulks, they were under the command of 
Saul Avigur, the Haganah’s senior officer who ran Aliyah Bet in 
Europe. 

Immigrants still remember those days in the 1920s when he 
planned the defence of settlements in Palestine; others recalled how 
Avigur organised the Velos, the first pre-war immigTant ship that had 
landed them on a beach near Tel Aviv. Then, when the war started, 
he went to Iraq, wearing a British Army uniform, and brought Jews 
out from Baghdad and to Palestine. In 1942 Avigur had done the 


same in Bulgaria and Romania. At the end of the war he had moved 
to Paris, into a cramped bedroom in the Ceramic Hotel in 
Montmartre, to set up Aliyah Bet across Europe. For Ralph 
Goldman, the soft-spoken veteran with years of rescuing Jews was 
the ideal choice to run the operation. 
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In New York it was not only raising funds to enable Avigur to 
expand the secret fleet that occupied Goldman. There was a need to 
make use of the growing number of volunteers who had failed to pass 
the strict interv iews of Ze’ev Shind and Captain Ash. If someone did 
not have the necessary’ experience the two men now demanded, he 
could be used in another way. Goldman set up a new agency called 
Land and Labor for recruits who had sen ed in the US Army and 
now wanted to go to Palestine to fight in what he saw as the inev itable 
conflict with the Arabs. 

For those volunteers ‘Hatikvah’, the Hebrew hymn of hope, 
became a rallying call: 

If you long to inherit the land of your birth, 

Buckie on the sword and take up the bow 
And go in the footsteps of your fathers. 

With weeping and tearful pleadings 
Zion will not be won. 

With sword and bow — hark ye! 

Jerusalem will be rebuilt! 


These words, written by Naftali Hertz Imber, which later became 

the national anthem of Israel, could be heard in the corridors of the 

Breslin Hotel in New York’s downtown area, where Goldman had 

set up Land and Labor. He spread the word that any Jewish e.x- 

soldier should go to the hotel. Scores came: infantrymen, tank 

drivers, mechanics, armourers, anyone who might be useful in the 

conflict that the Yishuv would soon face. 

Each v olunteer swore the same Haganah oath of allegiance as the 

Aliyah Bet sailors who would bring them to Palestine. In the 

meantime, the soldiers would wait in the hotel until a ship was ready 

to sail. Each man was warned that anv breach of securitv could also 

/ * 

lead to facing a Haganah court martial. No one knew what that 
entailed, except it sounded fearsome. 

Ralj)h (ioldman was certain no one - neither the Haganah stall 
who controlled the hotel nor the recruits — would break the tight 
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security. Yet one morning he was stunned when a member of his 
senior stall told him that one of the Haganah stafl had been 
discovered to l)e a spy, working for the Fbl. Only in his 
would Goldman confirm that the man was kn own as Joe Reuben 
and had lived in Jersey City. Why he had betrayed his trust and 
what he had passed to the FBI, or what use the information could 
have been, were matters that Goldman still felt inappropriate to 
discuss. All he would say about what became of Reuben was, ‘May 
he rest in peace.’ 

But there were more highly trained spies working against the 
Flaganah in Europe at the time of Reuben. None was more 
remarkable than Frederick Vanden Heuvel, a Count of the Holy 
Roman Empire, who had worked for MIG for 20 of his 62 years. 
Ostensibly a Foreign Office diplomat, he was commander of the 
Secret Intelligence Service in Berne, Switzerland, until 1945, when 
he was transferred by Stewart Menzies to Italy. His brief was to 
disrupt the traffic in illegal immigrants to Palestine. 

With his bushy side-whiskers, black homburg and a pre-\var Rolls- 
Royce, Count Vanden Heuvel could have been a wealthy doctor in 
one of the discreet clinics in the Tuscan hills where he had his \'illa, 
a palatial home hidden from the road by cypress trees and guarded 
by a wooden gate opened by one of his serv ants. There were rumours 
that the villa’s well-stocked larder was filled with choice cuts of deer, 
wild pig and fish from the local lakes. His two regular visitors usually 
arrwed on Friday afternoon and left on Sunday afternoon. 

One was Derek Vershoyle, a former Bomber Command pilot. 
The other was David Smiley, who, when asked what his war had 
been like, would inv ariably reply, ‘Oh, pretty good.’ He had been a 
colonel in the Blues - a regiment that had fought with distinction in 
Europe - until the Count had arriv’ed in Italy and recruited both 
men into MIG. They had undergone a course in sabotage and 
became founder members of what Stewart Menzies named the 'Kent 
Corps Specials’. 

Vershoyle and Smiley were gwen the task of discovering w hich 
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ports had been chosen by the Haganah to launch their immigrant 
ships, d hey had both been sent to the Royal Navy Shallow Waters 
Diving School on Malta. By the end of the week’s course they had 
learned how to plant a variety of explosives, including mines, on the 
hulls of v'arious-sized vessels. Each weapon should be fitted with a 
timer, so the ships would explode in international waters, making 
rescue more difficult. 

In early February 1947, Vershoyle and Smiley drove up from 
Rome for their regular weekend meeting with Count \ anden 
Heuvel. He had just returned from Haifa and they were eager to 
hear what had transpired. The three men enjoyed an affectionate 
relationship, well beyond the coldly calculating demands of their 
daily work. In the priv acy of the villa the Count was ‘Funny Pdxcr’, 
Vershoyle was ‘Bombs Away’ and Smiley was ‘Cliff Hanger’, from 
his skill at climbing the /Vlps. 

Ov^er dinner the Count rev'ealed that Stewart Alenzies, with whom 
he had met to discuss the latest tensions in Palestine, had said he 
expected the blockade-runners to contain even more illegal 
immigrants, who might be well armed. Sir John Cunningham, who 
had chaired the discussion, said he had already taken measures to 
deal with any such threats and had introduced Fieutenant 
Commander Bailey to explain his boarding tactics. The First Sea 
Ford then read out a copy of a telegram Foreign Secretary Ernest 
Bevin had sent to the British ambassador in \\ ashington, Sir Oliver 
W right: Inform the State Department the UK has convincing 
evidence that the Romanian Government, w ith the approv al of the 
Soviet authorities and the acquiescence of the French Gov ernment, 
plans to collect a large number of handpicked Communist 
symj)athisers and transj)ort them to Palestine.’ 

Menzies had c.xplained the ‘convincing evidence’ had been 
]3rovided by MIG, who ol)tained it through Operation Gold, the code 
name for a joint o|)eration run by GCHQ, the newly formed 
Government Ca)mmunications Headquarters in l.ondon, and the 
iVmei'iean National Seeui ity Agenev, NS/\. 

vSir John had said that he would order the Palestine Patrol to be 
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strengthened and extend its surveillance beyond (^yprus towards 
Cjibraltar to block any access from the Atlantic. In the meantime the 
Foreign Secretary would lodge a formal protest witli the french 
gON’crnment ox er its increasing su])])ort (or the illegal immigrants. 

On the bridge of HMS CJiilders^ Lieutenant Commander Bailey 
watched the 28 marines undergoing their ship-boarding exercise. 
W earing gas masks and protective arm shields, they mox ed back and 
forth across the deck under the watchful eye of the shi}:)’s gunnery' 
officer, Lieutenant Robert MaePherson, a brusque Scot who had 
been assigned by Bailey to lead the boarding party into action when 

the time came. 

On Bailey’s order, a signal flag was run up and the tw'o other 
destroyers on either side, HMS Chieftain and HMS Chanty^ swung 
into column formation to confirm their boarding exeicise was 

complete for the day. 

On board HMS Charity Lieutenant Roger Pearce had been 
appointed the ship’s boarding officer and had picked his ow n squad. 
They included a sick-bay attendant - the equix alent to a civilian 
paramedic - a radioman and an engine-room petty officer who 
w ould control the engine room of an immigrant ship when it was 
brought to Haifa under guard. The remainder of the 15-man squad 

were seamen and stokers. 

Over 400 sailors and marines had by now been trained to ensure 
there were suflicient crew' to maintain a campaign of mai itime 
interception. 

A mile away to the port side of the trio of w arships, the Bay-class 
frigate HMS C ardigan Bay increased its speed to take up position at 
the rear of the group. The ship had been launched in December 
1944 and had taken part in the liberation of Norw ay, w hich had 
given able-seaman (radar) Geoflrey Barwell his first taste of war. 1 he 
22-year-old spent his working day in the shijr s radar shack, w^atching 

the blips on his screen come and go. 

HMS Cardigan Bay had come to Haifa when the Palestine Patrol 

was still a small unit in tlie Nlediterranean fleet. But since the aiiixal 


160 


Operation Exodus 


of Sir John and his decision to use Bailey’s boarding tactics, the patrol 
had l)ecome a powerful hghting force, able to call upon 18 cruisers, 
20 destroyers, nine frigates and 24 minesweepers to stop the 
blockade-runners. It gave the Royal Navy the largest fleet in the 
Mediterranean. 

Late in the ev^ening in his book-lined study on Keren Kayemet Street 
in Tel Aviv, Dav id Ben-Gurion turned to a task that he alwavs found 
deeply moving. Of all the duties which fell upon him as the country ’s 
prime minister in waiting, he regarded this one as the greatest 
honour. It was to gwe a Hebrew name to another illegal immigration 
ship. He had performed the function since the custom was 
introduced by the Haganah at the end of the Second World War. 
By March 1947 Ben-Gurion had chosen appropriate names for ov er 
60 ships. There were so many ships, so many names. Sometimes it 
had taken him hours to settle on one. Other times he would confer 
with Rabbi Weingarten and draw on his erudition and advice. 

On his desk was a single sheet of paper. It had been sent on the 
headed notepaper of the Weston Trading Gompany in New York. 
Written in the Hebrew code Ze’ev' Shind used, it said President Warfield 
was almost ready to sail. 


Ike Ahronowitz had spent his first hours on board the ship reminding 
himself that President Waifield had crossed the Atlantic in war and 
surv iv ed U-boats, and could make the journey again. The ship was 
still fast, with a cruising speed of 14 knots, which could be increased 
to 18 ov er a short distance, such as the three-mile territorial limit in 
the waters around Palestine. With her shallow draught, she would 

be able to sail closer to land than the Roval Navw destrovTrs. Once 

' ^ / 

ncai the beach, the ])assengcrs could make their own vv^ay ashore. 

He had spoken personally to everv crew member to assess their 
motivation. Was it |)urely humanitarian, to help the suiAivors of the 
death eamj)s.'^ Was it that old-fashioned patriotism that imbued all 
jev\s.^ Was it a sense of adventure before settling down to a life 
ashoie, into marriage and raising children? A number had been 
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members of the Zionist Youth Movement and would, Ike decided, be 

the ‘moral backbone of the crew’. 

The Palyam sailors Ze’ev Shind had brought on board were the 
professional sailors, men trained to cope with all weather and 
emergencies. They had been hand-picked for that reason. Reverend 
Grauel had impressed Ike. The minister’s religious background gave 
him status. Captain Ash had told Ike that, since coming on board, the 
minister had shown himself to be prepared to do any job as well as 
running the galley; well into the night he scrubbed, hammered and 
painted and had been the first to take an oath to ser\ e the Haganah, 
swearing his allegiance on the Methodist Bible he always carried. 

In those first weeks Ike had seen President Wcnfield fitted with a S600 
gyro compass and the radio shack equipped with the latest seagoing 
technology and updated maps covering the Atlantic and the 
Mediterranean. The engine had been descaled and the oil tanks 
filled. While the battleship grey of the hull below the guardrail 
remained, her superstructure had received an off-white coating 
which hinted of past days on the Chesapeake. The galley pantries 
were filled with tinned provisions, including crates of drinking water 
to supplement the ship’s fresh-water tank. There were also three 
million packs of American cigarettes to sell on the European black 
market in case funds were needed to pay for emergency repairs on 

the voyage. 

Day by day preparations gathered pace. From his office in 
Baltimore’s Jewish quarter. Dr Herman Seidel, a 60-year-old physician 
full of charm and energy, had persuaded the city’s pharmaceutical 
companies to donate drugs, dressings and surgical equipment. He had 
provided an obstetrics kit and had arranged for the crew, a dozen at a 
time, to come to his surgery to be physically examined and inoculated 
against tropical diseases. Another Zionist, Moses I. Speert, had used his 
contacts in Baltimore’s business community to provide bedding, 
hundreds of life jackets, cots for children, tableware and crockeiy. 
Finally, a local lumber company had given several trucks of timber 

with which the crew would build bunks. 

Ike’s only concern was William Schlegel. d he ship s master took 
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little interest in the refurbishment, spending long periods in his cabin, 
from which he would emerge smelling strongly of alcohol. But Shincl 
had assured Ike that when the time came the master would do his job. 

In the last week of February 1947, Shind and Captain Ash had met 
Schlegel on the bridge and they had agreed President Waifield was ready 
to sail once she received her Lloyd’s clearance. To ensure there would 
be no hitch, Shind had arranged for a former US naval officer, Paul 
Shulman, to inspect the ship. In 1945, having graduated from the 
naval academy in Annapolis, he had met David Ben-Gurion and 
learned about the plight of the immigrants. He resigned from the navy 
and had gone to Tel Aviv to advise Palyam before returning to 
Baltimore, where, from time to time, he had visited President Warfield io 
check on her progress. He confirmed not only that Lloyd’s would have 
no problem in passing the ship as seaworthy, but that he would travel 
with her on the last leg of her journey from F rance to Palestine. 

Another convoy of Jewish Brigade trucks arrived in Sete, bringing 
the total number of refugees in the area to over 4,000 men, women 
and children. The majority were Jews from Eastern Europe, but 
among them were a handful of British Jews who had travelled from 
England to come and help the immigrants get to Palestine. They 
included Dr Yossi Cohen, a mild-mannered physician with the 
quintessential bedside manner, always taking his time to diagnose, 
but always certain of what he found. He had grown up in one of 
Glasgow s hard-living areas and, though slow to anger, if aroused he 
could floor a boy twice his size with one punch. His family had fled 
to Scotland from Lithuania during one of the pogroms at the turn of 
the century. He had been raised through the Depression and before 
the outbreak of war his brother joined the Royal Navy. For a while 
Yossi had wondered whether he should follow him to sea, but instead 
he had decided to enter medicine and became, to the delight of his 
parents, the first doctor in the family. With its docks, Glasgow had 
been a target for the Luftwafl'e, and working in the casualty 
department of the city’s major hospital had given Dr Cohen hrst- 
hand experience in trauma medicine and stress-related illnesses. 
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At home he spoke Hebrew and read the Bible. In many ways he 
was growing up in the family tradition! a soft-spoken scholar filled 
with zeal that his life would be devoted to helping people. 1 he plight 
of the Holocaust sur\dvors fuelled his determination. He must^o and 
help them and the place to be was in the South of France; the Glasgow 
Herald was reporting that its ports had become the gateway to Palestine. 
He withdrew his savings and used some of the money to buy himself 
a one-way ticket to Paris. Three days later he was in Marseilles. From 
there it was a bus ride to Sete, where he was told the immigrants 
were assembling. Arriving in the port, he went to a cafe crowded 
with immigrants. The babble of voices was impossible for him to 
understand and he ruefully realised that his Scottish burr made it 
even harder for him to communicate as he tried to explain why he 
was there. Eventually one of the immigrants left and returned with 
Yossi Harel. They spoke in Hebrew and Harel told Dr Cohen that 
he could be the ship’s doctor on the next voyage to Palestine. In the 
meantime, he could spend his time treating some of the immigrants 

in the area. 


Rachel Biber had been a KuideTtranspOTt child who had arrived in 
London on the eve of the outbreak of war in 1939. She already had 
a sister in Palestine and her burning hope was to join her. W hen the 
London Blitz started she, along with the city’s other children, had 
been evacuated to the country. Rachel went to Northampton, where 
she became a children’s nurse at barely 15 years old. In London the 
Jewish Agency had placed her name on its list of Polish children who 
had come to Britain. Saul Avigur regularly checked such files in the 
hope of finding someone who could be useful to him. His finger had 
stopped as it ran down the column of names. Later he called it 
‘instinct’ as he sent for the single-page document on Rachel’s 
background. He decided that the pretty-faced girl with rosy cheeks 
would be more valuable working for .AJiyah Bet, with her fluency in 


Hebrew, than remaining as a child minder. After learning skills as a 
typist, Rachel eventually became a wireless operator for Haganah. In 
1946 she had been sent to Marseilles, where she was taught Morse 
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code. She would become the link with each immigrant boat from 
Haganah’s secret headquarters in the city. 

In Februar)^ 1947, Rachel had followed through her headset the 
drama of a blockade-runner as it managed to outwit the Palestine 
Patrol before deliberately running aground on a sandbank off the 
beach of Haifa, whereupon its passengers had scrambled overboard 
to wade ashore. \\ aiting were armed British soldiers, who arrested 
them. A week later the ship had been pursued by another patrol boat. 
With 800 immigrants on board, the cutter landed them on a beach 
south of Tel Aviv. 4 his time waiting lorries dro\’e them olT to Jewish 
settlements while the Mandate troops conducted a fruitless search. 

Ever)^ time Yehuda Arazi and Ada Sereni spread the word of such 
successes to the waiting thousands of immigi'ants around Sete, they 
were asked the same question: when would their boat come? 


In his office at the rear of the British Embassy in Washington, Sir 
William Stephenson received a call from an MIG officer using a pay 
phone on Pier Fi\e at Rutlet Pier Terminal on the Baltimore 
waterfront. Two days earlier President W arfield had been towed from 
Pier Eight to the more elegant surroundings of the terminal. The 
officer had established that the following day, Sunday, the ship would 
receive the leaders of East Coast Jewry^ whose money had paid for her 
refit. Next day she would sail for Europe. Stephenson had gone to the 


embassy’s communications room and dictated a message to the duty 
officer: ‘Ship named President Warfield to depart Baltimore noon, 
February^ 25. Fly ing Hag of Honduras. No passenger list available. 
Destination Azores to refuel. Final port given as Marseille, France.’ 

The cable was addressed to Stewart Menzies, with a copy to 
Prodome, the telegraj)hic address of the Foreign Secretaiy. 

\\ ithin the ranks of the Eabour Partv’ Bexin’s stand against what he 

O 

persisted in calling ‘illegal immigration’ continued, causing 
embarrassment to rising stars in the moxement like Denis Healev. A 
Strong su}:)porter of the Jewish cause, he saw Bexin’s determination to 
continue the blockade as a threat to /Vmerica’s oxvii foreign policy' xvhich 
could seriously affect its relationship xvith Britain. In the United States 
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the Zionist Movement had a huge ])olitieal influence. But Healey knew 
for him or any other Labour politician to try and dissuade Be\in fiom 
maintaining his a!)rasive attitude to Jews ‘was a no-ho]:)cr . 1 he news 
that another ship was en route to k ranee to collect yet more Jews would 
only have inflamed the Foreign Secretary further. 


The departure oi' President Warfield had something of the atmosphere 
of the pre-war sailings from Baltimore to Norfolk. Led by Rudolf 
Sonneborn, leading Zionists from New York, Boston, Philadelphia 
and Baltimore made their way on a Sunday morning to the snow- 
covered Pier Five at Rutlet Pier Terminal. i\ll had contributed to the 


costs of refurbishing and purchasing the provisions for the voyage. 

The boilers had been fired up and the on-board rat population 
had \drtually disappeared under the tireless work of one of the crew 


appointed as rodent catcher; hundreds of trapped carcasses were 
dropped into the water. 

Together with the entire crew, the guests crowded into the dining 
room where once passengers had dined on sumptuous meals as they 
cruised the Chesapeake. Now there were only bagels, lox and bottles 
of soft drinks. On a table stood one bottle of champagne - only to be 
opened at sea when the ship reached the Palestine coast. Ze’ev Shind 
presented Ike with a blue-and-white flag, displaying the xMagen 
David, to be hoisted at that moment. 


The tensions between the captain and Schlegel had been noticed 
by Reverend Grauel. In an eflbrt to ease the situation, the minister 
told the guests of an incident he had witnessed during the iiu'asion of 
Europe when a US Army unit was bivouacked outside a Catholic 
monastery: ‘On the eve of the Jewish Sabbath, your Jewish soldiers 
wanted to hold their traditional senice. But under your laws there 
must be a niiriyan or ten men present. Casualties had left us with onl\ 
nine Jews. I pointed to a statue of Christ in the monastery garden 
and reminded them that Christ himself was a Jew. d’he serxice went 


ahead with his blessing. So will this voyage.’ 
The applause echoed around the room. 
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In the small liours 0126 Februan^ 1947, the snowflakes tn ing to settle 
on the decks President W mfield were blown away on a blusteiy wind. 
By dawn she was heading out into the Atlantic. In the wheelhouse 
Schlegel reminisced about the war: the sinking of the Athenia^ the 
loss of the Royal Oak^ and the U-boats which had once hunted along 
the course they were now following. At his lookout station, Murray 
Aronolf started to whistle ‘Give Me Five Minutes More’. Ike watched 
the barometer dropping. As dawn broke, the ship was being pounded 
by long rolling waves, w ith deep troughs being whipped by the wind 
to smash against the hull. Below' deck the first of the crew, Ben 
Foreman and Reuven Margolis, were being seasick. 

By full daylight the snow had stopped and the sky had turned an 
ugly yellow. In the radio shack, Ike listened to the weather reports. 
The forecast was for storms to rise to a full Force 10 gale sweeping 
the entire North Atlantic, w ith winds of 60 miles an hour ox er a v ast 


area. That ev ening a US Coast Guard had rescued nine crewmen on 
board a sinking schooner, Catherine L Brown. 

By dawn, part of the wooden guardrails of President Warfield - all 
that stopped a seaman on deck being swept into the sea - were 
breaking away. W ater poured below' deck. Chief Engineer John 
Crabson cracked a rib as he slipped on the engine-room floor, .\larm 
spread among the crew' as they struggled to cope; some were 
exhausted and lying in their own vomit. 

Next morning the full fury of the gale still held President \\ a)field 


in its grip. Some 200 miles northeast of Bermuda, a US Navy tug 
was fighting to take in tow' the freighter Georgia^ which had lost its 
proj^ellcr. from ships all oxer the Atlantic came distress signals; it 
was the worst storm off the East Coast for more than a decade. On 
board President Warfield it shaped the personalities of the crew. 
4 hose w ho had nex'er been to sea — like Avraham Svgal and Frank 
Eex'ine Ibund from somewhere the physical strength to go about 
theii duties. 1 he Palyam sailors were multi-tasking, tending to the 
seasick and the injured, carrying them to cabins on the hurricane 
deck, fitting them with life' jackets in case the^ order came to 


abandon ship. 
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Ike was determined that would never happen, hor him there was 
no fixed duty, no break to snatch even a brief rest. He was 
everywhere, using his Icadcrshij^ to ease the crew’s ordeal as much as 
possible. He checked watertight doors and hauled a pump to clear 
the water from the main deck. In the engine room Roger Rofe and 
Samuel Schiller responded immediately to his every command from 
the bridge. In all Ike said and did, he was a tower of strength, holding 
everything together by sheer determination. His presence was a 
tremendous reassurance to everyone and he gave of himself 
unstintingly, even though his hours without sleep continued to 
mount. He was utterly fatigued, but he knew it was part of the job of 
command: the reverse side of the respect he had been accorded. The 
weather would not defeat him. For Bill Bernstein, the mate, it was an 
object lesson in captaincy. 

As the waves crashed against the wheelhouse windows, Schlegel 
pushed aside the helmsman. Bill Millman, and took the wheel 
himself. Each time President Waijield ploughed into a trough and 
refused to come around, swinging her stern up to the next oncoming 
wave — a move which threatened to sink her — Schlegel corrected the 
threat with brute strength and skilled seamanship. Three-quarters right 
wheel. Amidships. Right rudder. Three-quarters right turn. Slowly he brought 
the ship under his control. He deliberately allowed her stern to run 
up on the next comber and her bow, heavy with water, to cut low 
through the next trough. But he knew he could only maintain this for 
so long. The gale wailed like a banshee, sending icy spume shattering 
over the wheelhouse and tons of water crashing against the hull. 


At 5.48pm on the second day Ike ordered Harold Leidner, the 
radioman, to send an SOS giving their position and course. It was 
picked up by the Coast Guard District Headquarters in Norfolk. 


From there it was relayed to the Coast Guard cutter Cherokee. It was 
one of 27 mayday signals transmitted that day. 

On board President Waijield conditions worsened. The number of 
sick and injured increased. Abe Lippschitz ran out of seasickness 
tablets. Soon only six men were physically able to handle the ship. 
The Reverend Grauel believed ‘the next extents were out of my hands 
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and in those of the Almighty. I found my bunk and fell into a 
dreamless sleep.’ 

On 27 F’ebruaiy, the tanker H. C. Sinclair off President Warfield, 
using its bulk to act as a shield against the mountainous seas and 
raging winds. 

On board an argument had broken out on the bridge. Schlegel 
v/anted to head for the safety of Chesapeake Bay. Ike, his mind on his 
commitment to the Haganah, was reluctant, but he finally admitted 
there was no alternative. Pounded and battered, with water spilling 
in below decks, her engine room in immediate danger of flooding, 
her superstructure threatening to collapse, crewed by a handful of 
seamen themselves so physically drained they could barely mo\'e. 
President Wafield Yimp^d back into Chesapeake Bay. Chief Engineer 
Crabson was taken to hospital and the rest of the crew slowly 
recovered. Over the coming weeks, the ship was pumped out, her 
flooded storerooms emptied and replenished, her guardrails repaired 
and finally the engine pistons tested. 

The New York Times had run a storv under the headline: Palestine- 

BOUND MYSTERY SHIP BATTERED BY SEA IS BACK IN PORT. The 

report had been planted by Sir William Stephenson as a further 
move in the propaganda war o\’er the blockade-runners. Stephenson 
had briefed the newspaper reporter that the British government was 
increasingly concerned that the Haganah was preparing to send ‘a 
fleet of ships bought by wealthy Jews in the United States’. There 
was ‘credible evidence ’ - a ph rase which had become familiar in 
Stephenson’s lexicon on the subject — that 15,000 illegal immigrants 
were being readied to sail to Palestine and that their arrival could 
finally trigger a lull-scale war with the Arabs, a conflict which would 
inevitably involve the United States. 

In ofl-the-record l)riefings, the British Embassy Press Office in 
W ashington said the French government was providing ‘shelter and 
protection for the immigrants in the South of France’. Increasinglv 
alarmed over develoj)ments. Foreign Secretary Ernest Be\'in had 

flown to Paris to meet Ceorges-Augustin Bidault, then the French 
Foreign Minister. 
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1 lie 52-yctir-olcl Catholic and Sorhoniu' i]jra(luatc had 

worked for the French Resistance, rising to become j)resident of the 
Conseil dc la Resistance, and his reputation for helping Jews was 
renowned. While Bidaiilt had joined Bevin in consolidating Furope s 
response to the Marshall Plan and in cUbrts to parry^ the Soviet threat 
to the West, he had made it l)luntly clear to Bevin that his opposition 
to anti-Semitism was as strong as his light against kascism. He had 
told the Foreign Secretaiy theit he would continue to give all support 
possible to immigrants wanting to go to Palestine. According to 
Bevin’s secretaiy, the Foreign Secretary’s language on the Bight back 
to London was ‘volcanic’. 


The tension Reverend Grauel sensed between Captain Ash and 
Schlegel had increased since the master brought President W arfield 
to her dry-dock berth in Philadelphia, where the repairs were 
carried out. Schlegel had suddenly insisted he would not submit 
the ship’s papers to the port authorities certifying she was sea¬ 
worthy. Without the documents signed off. President II arfield could 

not sail. 


The row on the bridge became a shouting match, with Schlegel 
bellowing that the ship would sink unless further repairs were done 
and Captain Ash roaring that President W wfeld had once more been 
certified by Lloyd’s. Ike suggested they should all inspect the ship to 
see if there were any defects. Schlegel hollered that the whole 
superstructure needed further bracing. Shind proposed that if 


Schlegel took the ship to the edge of territorial waters and still lound 
any problems, then President Waifield could be brought back to the 
harbour. Schlegel refused. Suddenly Captain Ash erupted and told 
Schlegel he was fired. The master screamed that was the best news 
he had heard because the ship was a floating wreck. He stormed otl 
the bridge and stumbled down the gangplank. Shortly alterwards he 
was admitted to hospital and would nex er sail again. 

Within hours Captain Ash had hired a new master, Vigo 
Thompson, who admitted he liked a drink - but only at the end of 
a voyage. However, after walking through the shij) he asked loi 
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his total fee upfront. When Ike asked why, Thompson explained 
it was ‘insurance’. 

Captain Ash wrote out a cheque for $5,000 for Thompson to 
take President Warfield to Marseilles after refuelling in the Azores. 
Ash had chosen the port because the Haganah had an agent based 
there to deal with all its ships that needed refuelling on the journey 
to Palestine. 

That eveningjohn Crabson, still hospitalised, was replaced by a 
new chief engineer, Frank Stanczak. The following morning, 
Saturday 29 March, with the pilot on board to guide President 
Warfield clown the Delaware River into the Atlantic, Shind received 
an urgent telegram from the Honduran consul-general in N ew 
York: ‘I am instructed by his Excellency the Ambassador. He has 
had strong representations from the British Embassy to cancel your 
registration papers.’ 

Shind calculated that the consul-general would need several hours to 
reach Philadelphia. He telegraphed back that the documents and flag 
would be av^ailable for collection by mid-afternoon. At noon helmsman 
Bill Millman followed the pilot’s orders as President Warfield edged out 
into the Delaware. At the back ol the bridge Ike and Vigo Thompson 
smiled at each other. On the ship’s masthead flew the Honduran flag. 


In the Admiralty, there was a new communications suite manned 
around the clock, its naval \\ rens linked to Haifa, Cyprus, New 
\ ork, \\ ashington, DC and the office of Stewart Menzies at 54 
Broadway, in the centre of London, from where the Secret 
Intelligence Service had operated since 1924. There was a map 
room, its walls covered with charts of the Mediterranean and 
enlarged images taken from RAF sun eillance aircraft of harbours 
aioimd the coast. In another room were photographs of all the 
blockade-runners intercepted since 1945, together with details of 
when and where they had been stopped, the number of immigrants 
on board and which warship had carried out the arrest. A smaller 
room was used (hr conferences, with telephones linked to the Cabinet 
olhtc in Downing Street and the foreign Secretary’s secretariat. 
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On 20 March, following the Mw York Times story, the entire 
question of illegal immigrants was the main item on the Cabinet 
agenda. Sir John Cunninghcim had down in from Haifa for the 
occasion and told ministers that he had ordered four more warships 
to be transferred from the naval base in Hong Kong to Haifa. He 
had also arranged for detention camps in Cyprus to be ready to 
receive up to 10,000 immigrants once they were caught by the 
Palestine Patrol. Having explained the new boarding tactics, he 
added: The success of a boarding operation largely depends on the 
ability of the boarding party in getting over a large number of our 
men at the first moment of impact, and subsequently on their 
courage, resourcefulness and good temper in the face of determined 
and provocative opposition.’ 

The Attorney General, the government’s senior law officer, had 
next dealt with the legal position of Haganah ships sailing under a 
flag of convenience: ‘It would not be unreasonable to assume the 
right of self-defence against the possibility of armed men attempting 
to land in Palestine to attack its legal government or instigate civil 
war. It is essential to make it clear to all ship’s crews sailing under a 
flag of convenience that HM Government would use the full rigour 
of the law to discourage ships from carrying illegal immigrants. 
Captured crews should expect to be brought swiftly to trial and 
receive a heavy sentence.’ 

That said, there could still be difficulties. One would be arresting 
crew members if they were American Jews able to call upon their own 


country^ to interv^ene on their behalf. Another problem could be 
bringing a crew to trial, as their lawyers could demand the arresting 
ship’s captain to be examined on where at sea the arrest had taken 
place. In the Attorney General’s view, it would be undesirable to reveiil 
such details. It would be better to impound a ship, arrest and place the 
immigrants in a detention camp and allow the crew to go free. 


By the end of March, the Admiralty communication centre had 
given President Waifield \X.?> own code name: Operation Mae West, llie 
name of the Hollywood star had been chosen by Stewart Menzies 
when the Cabinet Office set up the Illegal Immigration Committee, 
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after Bevin returned from Paris following a second meeting with 
Georges Bidault to try- and persuade him to impound President Warfield 
should she arrwe in French territorial waters. Bidault said it was 
impossible to offer any action until the ship arrived - if it ever did. 

A furious Bevin returned home to order the committee to take 
every possible step to stop President Warfield. The first move was to 
inform the British ambassador in Lisbon to persuade the Portuguese 
government to deny her fuel when she arrived in the Azores. 


Chapter 12 

Bird Flown Coop 


I n Sete in the late spring of 1947, Zvi Tiroche knew that soon the 
first heat of summer would return to the Mediterranean. The slim, 
tanned youth had a countryman’s knowledge of the weather and 
could read cloud changes as well as any forecaster. Born and raised 
into a French Zionist family, he had sensed his parents hoped he 
would one day become a doctor, a respected figure among the 
surrounding grape growers. But Zvi knew they would ne\'er press 
him on a choice of career; they had raised him to believe he should 


always make his own decisions. 

With the war over for two years and a sense of order steadily 
returning to that part of France, Zvi had considered sex eral options 
before going to medical school. But after a year he felt another 

vocation calling him. 

Still in his late teens, like many of his Jewish friends he was 
determined to play a role in preparing for a future Jewish state. He 
had discussed the matter around the family dinner table and said he 
wanted to volunteer to work on one of the farms the Haganah had 
set up to train French Jews for the new collecth c settlements in 

Palestine. 

With the agreement of his parents and sulficient pocket money, 
he had spent a winter ploughing and sowing grain. I4ie larm s 
manager - a Haganah settler from Galilee - had taken him aside 
one dav and told him he was about to j)ut into ]:)ractice all he had 
learned: lie would be leax ing for Palestine \ cry shortly. 

Next dav, bis clothes in an old kitbag and family photograiihs 
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in his wallet, Zvi had been 2 fi\'en a one-wav train ticket to 
Marseilles by the manager. From there he would board a boat to 
take him to Palestine. 

As they had parted, his manager had assured him that every thing 
had been arranged by Aliyah Bet, an organisation Zvi had read 
about in his local newspaper. At the synagogue there had been a reg¬ 


ular collection for its work. W'ith a final handshake, Z\'i had taken the 
bus to Paris and caught the train south. 

There were about 50 young Zionists travelling with him. They 
had come from DP camps in Germany and spoke no French or 
English, only Yiddish or Hebrew. By the time they reached 
Marseilles, Zvi had become their translator. W'aiting for them on the 
station platform was a soldier in a British Army uniform. He an¬ 
nounced in Hebrew that he had come to take them to their camp. 
The others looked at Zvi in dismav. Had thev come all this wav to 


end up in another DP camp? 

Zvi reassured them. The soldier’s uniform was British, but his 
shoulder flash identihed him as a member of the Jewish Brigade. 
They relaxed and began to sing as they boarded their trucks. 

Two hours later they dro\’e through the open gates of the camps. 
Waiting for them were more soldiers with the same flashes on their 


khaki uniforms. One of them, his clipped voice used to giving com¬ 
mands, smiled at them. Eliyahu Cohen asked if anyone spoke 
French. Zvi stej)ped forward. Cohen said that after a meal the group 
would help his own soldiers to prepare the camp to receiv’e 1,500 
refugees, who would arrive in the next few davs. Cohen indicated 
some of the huts and, while Zv i translated, told them that stored 
there were fbld-up beds, blankets, food and water, which had all 
been given by the US Army to Aliyah Bet. A member of the 

astonished group asked why. Cohen had smiled and said, ‘That’s 
what friends do.’ 

Ca)hen told the grouj) that from now on Zvi would be his liaison 
oflieer. Any (juestions would go through him. The teenager, whose 
only j)ievious orders had been to guide his oxen team on the 
fFigtinah farm, found himself apj)ointed as deputv commander of 
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the cam]). No doubt it would make his ])arents and farm manager 
proud ofhim. But, he wondered, would the expected arrival of those 
immigrants delay his own hopes of catching the boat to Palestine 
while he remained on camp duty? 

The sun was rising above the Pico volcano, the highest in the Azores 
at over 7,000 feet, when Nat Nadler joined some of the other crew 
leaning on the deck rails watching Faial Island, the nearest in the 
Atlantic archipelago, emerging in the morning haze. In a couple of 
hours President WaTfield would dock in Horta, the island’s harbour. 
Captain Ash had selected it as the port for refuelling on the eastern 
route from the United States and comfortably within President 
Warfield’s range. However, Captain Thompson had taken the ship 
on a slightly southern course which had left the oil tanks almost 
empty. 

For many of the crew there was an exciting reason to reach Horta. 
Its two brothels were renowned for having the prettiest prostitutes. 
Contemplating the pleasure ahead, they had listened politely to 
Reverend Grauel describing another attraction of Azores life: its 
many religious festivals during which three-hour-long processions 
moved through streets lined with flowers and crosses made from 
Japanese cedar trees imported centuries before. 

Nat had spent the 2,400-mile journey as the ship’s fireman, 
working in the engine room firing up and checking the ship’s boilers. 
Once or twice the trade winds had freshened - the reason why 
Captain Thompson had changed course - causing the sea to surge 
and the ship’s superstructure to creak. Several of the crew had looked 
uneasily at each other and wondered if Schlegel had been right after 
all when he had said that the old timbers needed further bracing after 
the earlier Atlantic storm. 

As President Warfield moored near the end of the long quay which 
acted as Horta’s breakwater. Captain Thompson and Ike watched 
the portly figure of Ben Saude trotting along the quay. Within 
minutes they knew why. Saude was Captain Ash’s refuelling contact 
in the Azores and his firm had been told from its London 
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headquarters not to refuel the ship. The order had been reinforced 
by the local administration. The demand had come from the Foreign 
Ofhce in London. 

Saude suggested President Warfield should move to Ponta Delgada 
and wait there while he tried to resolve matters. As he left the ship, 
Saude called up to the crew lining the deck rail that the women in the 
town were as attractive as in Horta and even more plentiful. 

At midday on 5 April 1947, President Warfield entered Ponta 
Delgada, the largest port in the Azores. Ike and Captain Thompson 
had spent most of the short voyage from Horta in the radio shack 
waiting for news from Ben Saude. None had arrived by the time the 
ship berthed, so Ike agreed to gwe the crew shore leave and each 
sailor receiv'ed a handful of US dollars. As Nat Nadler recalled: ‘A 
brothel was the only place I could get a beer as we weren’t cariying 
liquor on board. The girls in the brothel were absolutely beautiful, a 
mixture of Spanish and Caribbean, really gorgeous. The Palyarn 
boys had never seen girls like this.’ 

Finally a message came from Saude. There was no chance of 
officially overcoming the ban on refuelling, but he gave them a 
contact number at Ponta Delgada. It turned out to be in one of the 
port’s brothels and the contact was a Norwegian captain. Vigo 
Thompson recalled:‘Once he heard we were Jews he could not ha\'e 
been more helpful. He showed us how oil could be tapped from the 
pipeline running from the concrete tanks and linked to our ship’s oil 
line. He refused our money but said we would need .\merican dollars 
to bribe the guards at the tanks and then we could take what we 
wanted.’ 


I hat night Ike and Thompson went around the brothels collecting 
the crew. In the early hours of the morning Ike led them back to the 
oil tanks and j)aid oil the guards. The oil line from President Warfield 
was run over to the outlet hose on a tank. Two hours later the ship’s 
tanks were filled. Nat Nadler was given the order to fire up the boilers 
and, with the sun once more rising over Pico x’olcano. President 
Warfield slowly steamed out into the Atlantic, heading north. 

An Algerian-class minesweejXM' of the Mediterranean Fleet lay half 
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a mile beyond the Straits ol Gibraltar. To port were the lights of La 
Linea de la Concepcion, to starboard, Punta de hairopa. 1 owering 
ov^er both was the peak of Gibraltar, bristling with communication 
masts, through one of which the minesweeper communicated ever\^ 
six hours with Fleet headquarters in Haifa. Each time it had reported 
there was no sign of President Warfield. On the 1 1th day the mine¬ 
sweeper was withdrawn into Gibraltar harbour for victualling. 

Meanwhile, 10 miles oil the African coast. President Warfeld Xeiy 
motionless in the water without a single navigation light showing: 
every glimmer signalling her presence had been turned off; even 
smoking on deck was not allowed. At 2am on 23 April, Ike ordered 
Thompson to start engines and take the ship slowly towards Gibraltar. 
With only the lights of the Rock and fishing boats off the Spanish 
coast glimmering. President Warfeld entered the Mediterranean. 


On 3 May 1947, HMS Childers made her slow progress across 
Famagusta Bay in Cyprus and began to head back towards Haifa. 
Apart from the inshore fishing boats, there was no other vessel to be 
seen, no blockade-runner coming out of Greece or Turkey. The sea 
was calm under unbroken cloud. On the bridge Lieutenant 
Commander Bailey had heard the RAF aircraft pass overhead and 
guessed the twin-engined Warwick’s crew would have little to 
concern them as they made their reconnaissance sweep westwards 
towards Malta. 

On that morning, as HMS Childers headed back to Haifa, the radar 
screen was blank. In recent weeks it had so often been like that: a 
box search between Haifa and Cyprus, a sweep outside the territorial 
waters of Greece and Turkey combing for a suspicious radar blip. 
But there was nothing, least of all the one ship Bailey had been 
ordered to search for: President Warfield. 


Fog enveloped President Warfield as she entered the Golfe du Lion, the 
bay on which lay its destination, Marseilles. The fog was suHiciently 
dense for Vigo dliompson to open the voice-pipe cox er on the bridge 
and order Chief Engineer Frank Stanezak urgently to reduce speed. 


178 


Operation Exodus 


Nal Naciler set the revolutions to minimum and Ike ordered extra 
lookouts posted on deck. The ship’s siren announced its presence 
every 30 seconds as she moved slowly across the bay. From some¬ 
where in the fog came responding blasts. 


Suddenly a lookout in the bows yelled he had spotted a floating 
object heading towards the boat that looked like a mine. Thompson 
shouted orders to helmsman Bill Millman, who began to spin the 
wheel furiously. At the same time Ike snapped open the voice-pipe 
and called to Stanczak for full power to reverse, while Reverend 
Grauel ran to the opposite side of the bridge to peer dow n into the 
sea. Within moments he shouted that everv^one could relax, it wasn’t 
a mine but a box drifting on the water. 

Hours later the fog had lifted and President Waijield picked her w^ay 
past the Second World V\ ar wrecks that cluttered the approach to 
Marseilles harbour, as she headed for her berth at the still-unfinished 
Quai Grulet next to the coal piers. In the port’s signal station, the 
clerk noted President Waijield s time of arrival and telephoned the ship¬ 
ping agent appointed to handle her refuelling. 

Shortly after President Waijield docked. Reverend Grauel had asked 


Ike if he could go to Paris to visit Notre-Dame Cathedral and the 
Louvre Museum. Ike had not hesitated: the clergymian was a 
respected member of the crew and w ould be the ideal person to give 
David Shaltiel, now' in charge of Haganah operations in the French 
capital, a full and accurate report of events since they had left the 
United States. In turn Shaltiel would be able to update him on 
the latest moves the British government were making. Reverend 
Grauel acce|)ted the mission with his tisiial good humour, saying he 
had always wanted to l)e ‘God’s messenger in a dog collar’. 

From the toj) of'the gangway Ike watched Yehuda Arazi and Ada 
Sereni coming on board with Joe Baliarlia, the Haganah shipping 
agent in the city. Arazi had recruited the ship’s chandler on his first 
visit to Marseilles at the end of the war. Baharlia proved to be a 
shrewd choice. In a j)ort where crime had long been established as 
a way of life, Aliyah Bet could well have foundered without him. 
Behind Baharlia s smile, which never reached his eves, there was cold 
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determination to avenge the murder of his entire family in 
Auschwitz; it had been fuelled by the way he saw the immigrants 
being treated by the British. Nurtured by Arazi, the Hungarian had 
become a vital link in the chain which led from lund-raising in the 
United States to helping Saul Avigur find ships. When British-owned 
oil companies refused to provide fuel for the blockade-runners, Joe 
Baharlia found oil on the black market. He knew who to bribe to get 
sailing papers and fake ship manifests, which company would supply 
food and lifebelts without questions. There was nothing he could not 
fix. For Arazi, ‘Joe was the smartest operator around the 
Mediterranean. Haganah’s debt to him was beyond calculation.’ 

Ike led them to the bridge, where Thompson waited, and Arazi 
thanked him and said a ticket had been booked for the captain to 
catch the train to Paris and a reserx^ation made to sail from Le Havre 
next day to New York. Arazi then briefed Ike. The French gox ern- 
ment was still resisting increasing pressure from Bevin; the Foreign 
Secretary had begun to lobby 15 other European foreign ministers 
who were to take part in discussions in Paris on the Marshall Plan. 
This European recovery programme grew out of President Harry 
Tr uman’s post-war determination that the United States would have 
the key role in rebuilding devastated Europe. Congress had voted an 
initial S597 million to kick-start the ambitious programme for 
economic aid. 

Bevin had promised the minister's they could count on Britain’s 
support for their own demands if they backed the United Kingdom’s 
position that all immigrants in France ‘waiting to go illegally to 
Palestine should be transported back to their original countries. 
There they could then apply for legal permission to enter. The 
Haganah and Aliyah Bet agents must be expelled I'rom France for 
their illegal activities.’ In his latest visit to Paris, Bevin had bx^Dassed 
Bidault and gone directly to the French prime minister, Paul 
Ramadier, to press his expulsion demands. 

Arazi said it was now more important than exer that President 
Waijield %\\ou\(\ move every r'.efugee waiting at Sete to Palestine. Ike 
had explained that first there would be a need to fit the ship xvith 
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SLiflicient sleeping accommodation to carry all the immigrants. The 
wood to construct the bunks had been donated in America, but it 
had been too risky to build them in Philadelphia, when the ship was 
not licensed as a passenger vessel. It had also lost its Honduran 
registration, which had caused a refuelling problem in the Azores. 
What was needed was a safe place where President IVaifield could be 
moored and the bunks installed. The ship could then return to Sete, 
load the refugees and sail to Palestine. 

Ada Sereni agreed that Marseilles was untenable. But she knew a 
safe harbour: Portovenere in Italy. From there she had operated 
successfully until she had to close her network and move to Sete. 
There were workmen in Portovenere who would help the crew to 
install the bunks. Fired by her enthusiasm, Ike and Baharlia agreed 
it was as near as possible a perfect solution. Gone from French 
waters. President IVaijield would no longer be a temptation for its 
government to give in to Bevin’s demands. But none of them had an 
inkling that Count Frederick Vanden HeuV'Cl had a villa in 
Portovenere. 


In a back-street cafe in Sete, mid-afternoon on a summer’s day, 
business was slack and the owner stood watch in the doonvay for any 
suspicious movement. He was a local agent of the Haganah who, 
during the war, had fought in the French Resistance against the 
Vichy government. In 1945 he had been recruited by Shmarya 
Zamaret, one of two men at a table in the back of the cafe drinking 
coffee. Zamaret was the local commander of Aliyah Bet. Opposite 
him sat Yossi Hard, who had become a member of the Rekash, the 
Hebrew name lor the Haganah’s arms acquisitions department, 
which had procured, either by theft or by bribery, substantial 
amounts of weapons and ammunition to ship to Palestine on boats 
Zamaret obtained. 

Avigur had decided that Yossi should switch from arms running 
and become a peoj)le smuggler. The cafe meeting was to discuss his 
role in the biggest operation Aliyah Bet had staged. For Hard: 4 
knew it would be dangerous. But I was used to that. I also sensed 
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that ifvvc succeeded the o])eralion would break the hack of Britain’s 
oj)position to illegal immigration. Sure, the British had the largest 
navy, air force and the best intelligence. And this would be no 
ordinary run to Palestine. I was told that our people in New York 
had decided we had to make a point to show that the State of Israel 
wasn’t just going to be a name the UN would create. We were soon 
going to be a country ready to challenge anybody who tried to stop 
its people coming home. The British would fight us. I hat I knew. 
But I would do everything to surprise them.’ 

That afternoon in the cafe the two men discussed their plans. 
Between them they pooled the latest information they had obtained. 
In New York and Washington members of the Sonneborn Institute, 
founded by Rudolf Sonneborn, had established that in Washington 
the State Department was pressing for the present British monthly 
immigration quota to be increased from 1,500 to 4,000. 

Zamaret later recalled: ‘Yossi was emphatic this should be the 
minimum number of passengers we should carry . It would gi\'e the 
issue of immigration a worldwide platform from which Be\’in would 
be swept aside in the resulting publicity.’ 

At the time he told Harel, ‘New York wants you to be the ship’s 
commander. You will look after all the passengers.’ As he remem¬ 
bered, Harel had one question: ‘Who will actually captain the ship?’ 
Zamaret did not hesitate: ‘Yitzhak Ahronowitz. Ike is a good man. 
Saul Avigur approved him.’ 

Yossi Harel made no comment. His silence was the first hint of 
the tension which would emerge between Harel and Ike Ahronowitz, 
who would ‘dismissively refer to Yossi by his diaspora name. 
Hamburger’, wrote Linda Grant, who was prej^aring his biography 
when Ike died in December 2009. 

For the next two days Yossi Harel x isited the refugees who were 
steadily arriving in the mansions and houses around Sete and the 
camp where Zvi ddroche was liaison olficer. With him he had 
brought Dr Yossi Cohen to choose the women who would assist him 
on board President IL 7 ///c/r/during the x’oyage. 

He told each one thev would have to be able to work long hours 
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in tlie intense and ollen breezeless heat. Seasickness would be only 
one ailment they would have to cope with. Many of the passengers 
would still be sufTering from malnutrition after years in concentration 
camps and could have not only physical but also emotional illnesses. 
Yossi knew the women Dr Cohen would select had themselves 
endured a terrible life in the camps; but they must put those expe¬ 
riences to the back of their mind if they were to nurse others, .\mong 
them was Helena Levi. Her father had been a doctor and had taught 
her the basic requirements of nursing. Another was Miriam 
Bergman. Like Helena, she had the essential qualities of kindness 
and patience. 

Dr Cohen had warned Yossi there would inev itably be dysentery' 
on the ship because conditions would be cramped and toilet facilities 
limited. Yossi doubted if there were going to be any bedpans. Other 
refugees could have tuberculosis and some might die before the ship 
reached Palestine. 


On the morning of 4 May, an RAF reconnaissance aircraft had 
overflown Marseilles harbour and the plane’s high-resolution 
cameras had collected a number of images before flying back to its 
base in Nicosia, Cyprus. Photographic interpreters had identified 
President Waijield by comparing the aerial images with the close-up 
photographs taken by the MIG agent in Baltimore. There was no 
sign of any activ ity aboard the ship. The analysts confirmed she was 
far bigger than any of the other ships prev iously used as blockade- 
runners. A Royal Navy intelligence specialist, working with data 
provided by the Admiralty about her wartime service, decided 
President W aijield could outrun most pursuit under full steam. 

In the late afternoon GCHQin London received the details from 
Cyprus. 1 hey were immediately sent to MIG headquarters. Stewart 
Menzies ordered David Smiley and Derek \ ershovie, who were in 
Paris tracking Haganah activities, to trav'el to Marseilles. Thev 
arrived in the early hours of 5 May. Shortlv aftenvards the MIG nieht 
duty officer received a message: ‘Bird Flown Coop’. 

Lnder cover ol darkness President Waijieldh^cxd left the harbour. The 
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harbour signal station had logged its departure at 10.30pm local 
time. In the column ‘Destination’ was one word: ‘Unknown’. 


As Reverend Grauel came out of the Louvre in Paris, a chilly wind 
blew oil'the Seine and he was glad of the topcoat Ike had lent him. 
Linking her arm in his was Shulamit ArlosorolT, the vivacious 
daughter of Chaim ArlosorolT, who had been a close friend of David 
Ben-Gurion and the head of the Jewish Agency’s political division 
until he was murdered walking on a Tel Aviv beach by an Arab 
terrorist. Shulamit had been 18 at the time, and at her father’s 
funeral she had asked David Ben-Gurion to find her a place in the 
Haganah. A few days later she had been sent to a settlement to be 
taught transmission skills by a radio operator who had serx^ed in the 
Jewish Brigade. With her fluent French, learned at school, she was 
posted to Paris to work in Aliyah Bet’s communications network 
across Europe. Arm in arm the couple looked like father and 
daughter walking along the bank of the Seine. 

When Shulamit had met Grauel at the train station, she explained 
she would be his bodyguard because there was fear on the streets of the 
city, not this time from Arabs but from Jewish terrorists: Irgun 
extremists had come to Paris. The first sign of their presence was 
posters depicting a rifle thrust aloft above the motto ‘Only This’. The 
posters had been stuck on walls outside the British Embassy and 
British-owned businesses. Less than a year earlier the gang had 
destroyed a wing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, and shocked 
the world and outraged fellow Jews by hanging two British Army 
sergeants and booby-trapping their bodies. This had been in retaliation 
for the hanging of some of their own members by the British. 

Not only had the outrage hardened British public opinion against 
illegal immigration, but, Shulamit told Reverend Grauel, it could also 
change French support. Its intelligence ser\’ice had warned David 
Shaltiel that the first attack by an Irgun gang in Paris could create 
reprisals against the city’s Jewish community. It was as much a priority 
for Haganah to hunt down the Irgun extremists as it was for MIG. 

To reinforce the seriousneso ol the situation, Shulamit casually 
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opened her handbag. Inside Reverend Grauel saw a pistol. She 
closed the bag and they walked into Notre-Dame. \\ aiting in a side 
chapel was Shaltiel, sitting in a pew at the back. Shulamit sat at the 
front of the chapel, giving her a view into the main body of 
the cathedral. 

Shaltiel listened without interruption as Reverend Grauel 
delivered Ike’s report. Wlien he had finished, the Haganah man’s 
choice was low and intense: ‘The sooner our Jews are moved out of 
Sete, the better. This morning a letter bomb was delivered to the 
British Embassy, almost certainly by Irgun. Bevin is due here any 
day now. A direct attack on him would be enough to stop French 
support. For us, so, yes, the sooner your ship leaves for Palestine, the 
better. How many can she really carry ?’ 

Ike had not given Reverend Grauel the number. .\11 he knew was 
that President Waifie Id \\eid been built to carry 400. Shaltiel’s response 
was decisive: ‘We’ve had fishing boats carry' more than that. Tell Ike 
he will have to get at least 3,000, ideally another 1,000, on board. I’ve 
got more than that still waiting in the camps.’ 

They shook hands and Shaltiel was gone. 


In Marseilles, MI6 agents David Smiley and Derek Mershoyle had 
been busy. They had persuaded the harbour master to lev'y^ a fine of 
20 million francs for violating sanitary and port regulations on 
President WaifelcT s owners, the W eston Trading Company, and had 
helpfully provided its address at 24 Stone Street, New York, and that 
of its lavv'y^er, Herman Goldman. Soon the agents were back in the 
harbour master’s office with more information. A ship, jSorthland^ 
which had arrived in Marseilles the day^ after President W aifieldl^h^ 
had been bought by a representatbe of \\ eston. Yershoy le handed 
o\ er a copy of the payment cheque drawn on a Fisbon bank handling 
the money transfer from Chemical Bank in New York. In return, the 
harbour master had his own news. He had received a report from his 
counterj)art in Ponta Delgada that President W afeleTs mate, Ike 
Ahronowitz, was suspected of the theft of a substantial c|uantit\^ of 
oil and a local shipping agent, Ben Saiide, was under inx estigation. 
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documents, together with a sworn afhdavit from the harbour 
master, were transmitted to N1I6 in London and sent to William 
Stephenson in Washington. For the first time, MI6 had an edge in its 
battle against the blockade-runners. 


Ada Sereni stood on the bridge ol President Waifield as Ike continued 
to watch helmsman Bill Millman steer her southeast out of French 
territorial waters towards the Italian Gulf of Cilenoa. During the 


voyage Ike had received a radio message from David Shaltiel in 
Paris, asking if Genoa was a possible harbour from where the Sete 
refugees could board. Ada had explained that the harbour had not 
been completely cleared of mines and, besides, there was no local 
Aliyah Bet organisation after she had disbanded her network. Shaltiel 
had replied that President Waifield should continue to Portovenere. 

The ship dropped anchor there mid-afternoon. When her stern 
faced the picturesque little town and the sheer rock promontory 
behind, her name was clearly visible. On top of the cliff was the villa 
from where Gordon Lett had kept watch for blockade-runners. 
Count Vanden Heuvel had bought the property as a coastal retreat 
where he could entertain Vatican friends who wanted to escape from 


the August heat of Rome. Now, on that day in Nlay, he was the first 
MIG officer to sight President Waifield since she had left Marseilles. 

He began to draft a cable to London. 

Ada had gone to Rome to see her uncles. Admiral Mario Sereni 
and Roberto Sereni, the Chief Secretary in the Ministry of Naval 
Affairs. Over lunch in Roberto’s private dining r oom, Ada was told 
that the Foreign Office in London was pr essing the Italian gox ern- 
ment to order President Waifield out of its waters. If it did not do so, the 


British government would no longer support Italy’s application to 
join the United Nations. Roberto added that the For eign Oflice had 
argued ther'e were ample gTounds to expel President Warfield: Sts 
dubious maritime documents, its improperly registered crew, its 
limited scope of movement as defined by the shi|)’s licence, its 

cancelled Honduran registr ation’. 

To Ada’s relief, MaiSo told her that the Italian go\'ernment would 
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not bow to any pressure tliat could not be legally upheld. She had 
driven through the night back to Portovenere to find more good 
news: the work she had commissioned from local carpenters had 
started. 1 he first wooden bertlis were being installed for the immi¬ 


grants in Setc. But her optimism faded two days later when Da\ id 
Shaltiel radioed from Paris. Both France and Italy were ‘dragging 
their heels under even more threatening pressure from London. In 
Rome the government has reluctantly agreed to patrol its northern 
border to stop more refugees from heading to the Mediterranean’. 

For Ada the situation became more worrying when, on 1 June 
1947, despite objections from Roberto and Mario Sereni, the Italian 
navy sent a gunboat to drop anchor across President I I ai^ielcPs bows 
and detain her until further notice. 

While the work of installing bunks continued, Ike and Ada had 
spent their time on the radio to Paris and Tel Av iv' to explore another 
possible solution: to sail from Italy to Bremen, an American enclave 
in the British sector in northern Germany which prov ided the only 
sea exit from the .American zone. But to get to Bremen would require 
the refugees to cross the British sector. The proposal was put by Ben- 
Gurion to the State Department and immediately rejected. 

\\ ashington was not prepared to disrupt its relationship with the 
United Kingdom. 

o 


In the first week ofjune 1947, Sir John Cunningham had approved 
j)lans to deal with the probability that the detention camps in Cyprus 
would soon be lull. He had just returned from a meeting in London 
of the Joint Intelligence Committee at which Stewart Menzies 
estimated there were ov er 35,000Jews waiting to go to Palestine. Sir 
W illiam Stej)henson had rej)orted that there were 18 ships, many of 
them in the United States, in v'arious stages of preparation to carry 
some 20,000 illegal immigrants. 

Iheie were also two decommissioned Royal Navy sloops, HMS 
Sliofeham and HMS Ij)westoft, which had been bought by the Haganah 
thiough C-olonel Bustard s Palestine Maritime League. MIG had discov'- 
eied both sloops were to be refitted and used as blockade-runners. 
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Sir John had asked the Cabinet to approve the restarting of a 
method known Iw the League of Nations after tfie first World War 
as refoulement the practice of returning immigrants to the countr>^ 
from where their voyage started. The Attorney General agreed it 
could be possible. Sir John said he had three transport ships 
available: Runnymede Park^ Empire Rival and Ocean Vigour. Each could 
carry up to 1,500 immigrants. In a letter to the Foreign Office the 


First Sea Lord noted: ‘Although conditions will be basic, past 
experience has shown that immigrants are frequently unhygienic in 
their habits. W'e will also have to take suitable physical measures to 
guard against attempts to overcome any of our ships.’ 

The three transports were ordered to proceed to Flaifa. 


Throughout June work continued with installing bunks on board 
President VVafeld. Meanwhile, Ada had used an old Packard limousine 
she had borrowed from a contact in Portovenere to bring visitors to 
the ship. The first to arrive was Paul Shulman, the US Navy 
Academy graduate who had been asked by Davdd Ben-Gurion to 
advise the Palyam and help President Warfield obtain a Lloyd’s sea¬ 
worthiness certificate. He would remain on board for the journey to 
Palestine. Yossi Harel had arrived, along with David Shaltiel. He 
had come from Paris, arriving at nightfall and leaving before dawn 
after holding meetings in Ike’s cabin with Ada and Yossi. Reverend 
Grauel had returned to the boat and exchanged his clerical garb for 
fatigues he had bought in a flea market in Paris. 

Ada had also collected several Palestinian Jews from Milan who 
had been discharged from the British Army and remained in Italy. 
One was Enava Barak. Already a trained radioman, he had been 
picked by David Shaltiel to be taught Haganah’s own Hebrew code, 
which would link the ship with Tel Aviv once the voyage started. 
Harold Leidner would handle other communications. 

The newcomers also included another American, Arthur Ritzer. 


The former US Marine had fought across the Pacific and Ze’ev 
Shind had interviewed him in New \ ork after the war and ofTered 
him a job. Like many of the American crew, Ritzer spoke no Hebrew 
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and was among the first to say that, with President W arfield in port for 
some time, the Americans expected to spend their off-duty time 
ashore as well as having morning and afternoon breaks for coffee. 
W'ithin days, the Italian carpenters were demanding the same breaks. 
Ike confronted Ritzer and said he would send him home. Yossi 
recalled the aggressive marine squared up to Ike: ‘You sack me, the 
others walk as well. We are all volunteers, so do what you want!’ 

Ike discussed the issue with Yossi and Ada, and still wanted to send 
Ritzer home. Ada pointed out it would be impossible to find replace¬ 
ments given the pressure to get the ship ready for the voyage, so Ike 
agreed to give the carpenters the same breaks and allowed the 
Americans shore leax e. As quickly as it had threatened, the crisis was 
over. 


To celebrate, Ike, \ ossi and Ada took the crew on a walkabout in 
the town and Ada astonished them with her knowledge of 
Portovenere’s history. It had been a naval base for the Roman fleet 
and the site of a temple to Jupiter, then more recently home to the 
English poets Byron and Shelley. Her discourse drew applause and 
that evening she led the singing in a campfire cookout on the beach. 
Next morning the crew were back at work before sunrise, unaware 
that their every hammer blow was being heard and observed by 

Count Vanden Heuvel. At the end of each day he sent a progress 
report to London. 

Late in the afternoon of 22 June, Ike, Yossi and Ada conducted 


their daily inspection of President W arfield. The last of the bunks had 
been installed in the hold, in what had once been the ship’s smoking 
loom, the galleiy deck and the social hall. The elegance from a time 
long ago had been replaced by a functional atmosphere: the bunks 
were unpainted and only clothes hooks hung on the walls. Each bunk 
was the width of two planks and 18 inches separated it from the one 
abo\'e, the same gap as in the concentration camps. They rose in sLx- 
fbot tiers, supported by cross-bracing. 

On the liridge, Ike, \ossi and Ada agreed President Warfield was 

UMcly to sail. I he only obstacle was the Italian na\T o'lmboat 
anchored across its bows. 
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At dawn the next day y\da drove through the dark streets of 
Portovenere to Konie. She was going to see hei Uncle \Iario. \\ hat 
transj)ired at their meeting remains uncertain, l)ut vv^hen she an ived 
back in PortovTiiere she told Ike and Yossi that next morning the 
local carpenters should be paid ofi — each given a bonus, she insisted 
— and the ship should be discreetly readied for sea, to await the sound 

of the Packard’s horn blowing on the dockside. 

On 25 June, Ada was in the office of the harbour captain, a 
splendid figure in his heavily braided uniform, when an envelope was 
delivered. She saw the Admiralty crest on the letter ordering the 


captain immediately to lift the gunboat blockade on Pvcsidcfit 11 civficld^ 
she saw the signature over the title ‘Admiral’. The captain did not 
recognise the signature, but he knew there were many admirals in 
Rome and the notepaper was authentic. Nevertheless he decided he 
would double-check the order. He placed a long-distance call to 
Rome and was told by the local telephone exchange it could take 
many hours. Unlike the postal system, the Italian phone system was 
still struggling to recover from war damage. But the lettei was clear. 
iTniiicdiciUly to lift the blockade. He w'^ould not wait to make his confiima 
tion call. He typed and signed a note authorising the gunboat to 
withdraw and instructed his aide to take it to the gunboat’s captain. 
Within 30 minutes the ship had moved across to a berth on the other 
side of the harbour. An hour later the owner of the Packard dro\'e on 


to the dockside and honked the horn. 

On the bridge o{ President Warfield, Ike and Yossi turned to Ada 

and smiled as helmsman Bill Millman began to guide the ship out of 
the harbour. 

On the balcony of his valla Count Vanden Heuvel staled in 
astonishment as President Warfield gained speed. What followed 
remains part of the Count’s account in his personnel file in MIG 

records: 


In the port captain’s oflice his call to Rome had finally come 
through. He was told no one had authorised the ship to sail. No 
doubt knowing his own career was certainly ov er, he appears 
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to have ordered the gunboat to set off in pursuit. But the ship 
was already hull-down on the horizon. I was told a furious row 
broke out between the port captain and the skipper of the 
gunboat who refused to start out in pursuit because he had no 
written order to do so. Finally when the captain threatened 
him with arrest, the gunboat set off, smoke billowing from its 
funnel. But the day was closing and the ship with its running 
lights turned off had vanished into the night. 


Chapter 13 

Brief Encounters 


Z vi Tiroche had become the person to ask for anything at the camp 
where Gertruda and Michael were billeted. She saw him as ‘a 
special person, for whom nothing was too much trouble. There wasn t 
a child he didn’t have a cheerful word for an adult he hadn’t reassured 
that soon they would be leaving for Palestine.’ His day was filled with 
dealing with recjuests lor fresh milk for nursing mothers and kosher 
food for the kitchen and ensuring the laundry was open from early 
morning to dusk. Nothing escaped his attention, a candle for a child s 
birthday, the camp rabbi to visit someone who needed spiritual help. 

The camp had been a military barracks with showers and baths. 
Zvi had organised soap and towels and arranged a schedule so 
everyone could bathe, set up play areas with footballs Ada had 
provided and arranged races around the camp. Children who had 
been nervous as they jumped from the tailboaids of the tiucks that 


had brought them to the camp ” painfully thin childien who clung 
to their mothers - wdth Zvi’s encouragement had started to roam the 
camp and the sound of their laughter echoed e\’er\'where. 

Meanwhile, Zvi made sure that adults were kept occuj)icd. 1 heic 
were vegetables to prepare, meals to cook, clothes to w ash and be 
hung out to dry in the warm sun, beds to be made, lloois to be swept, 
toilets to be cleaned. Miriam Bergman recalled: ‘There was no such 
thing as “woman’s work” or “man’s work”. Iweryone did what Z\ i 
wanted done.’ Ada had recommended that Z\’i should liax e a job on 
the voyage and Yossi Harel had immediately agreed. 
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When a refugee was sick, r3r Cohen was sent for. Saul A\'igur had 
arranged for money for him to buy medicines from the ‘war chest’ 
Ike kept locked in his captain’s cabin. Occasionally, when the physi¬ 
cian needed medicine not stocked by the pharmacy in Sete, he would 
travel into Marseilles and make his way to the waterfront area, where 
a ship’s chandler shared a building with a pharmaceutical wholesaler. 
/Across the street was a pav'ement cafe. What he heard coming from 


there one day made Dr Cohen stop: ‘English voices from men sat at 
a table, too well dressed for sailors. Young and educated v'oices. \\Y 


had been warned by the Haganah that British spies were operating 
all around the Mediterranean. The way the two men spoke and 
behaved fitted the image of those spies. They were looking around, 
checking the ships and the people coming and going from them.’ 

Dr Cohen went into the pharmaceutical wholesaler and, hav ing 
bought medicines, he looked otit of a window at the cafe. The two 


men had gone. Had they been British agents? He knew he would 
nev'cr be certain. But the sooner the ship left for Palestine the happier 
he would feel. 


Saul Avigur knew he had finally arriv ed in Port-de-Bouc, the second 

busiest port in the South of France after Marseilles: the air reeked 

from the cod-drying factories and the pungent smoke emerging from 

the chimneys of the port’s two chemical plants. Close to them were 

the shipyards - the small, family-run businesses which built the 

tiavvleis that foi ovei a centuiw had made Port-de-Bouc a thriving 

hai boLii. 1 )€sidcfit \ \ Gijjcld \\^(\ arriv ed there after its escape from 
Poi tovenere. 

Some 65 miles I'rom Sete, it was the perfect place to keep the sliip 
saltly imclci the ]tn'otecti\'e eye of the french iiitelh^eiice scrx'ice, 
DS r, its director had told A\ igtir. They shared a dislike of British 
imclligciice whether its military branch or MIG. It had been the 
frenchman who had cemented their relationship when he proposed 
that .Avigui should set up the Haganah’s radio transmitter in the 
dillttot s s|)aciotis \ illa, his home iti a Paris suburb, from where 
Avigui cotild communicate with the Haganah in Tel .\\ i\ . Attempts 
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by M16 to intercept the transmissions were thwarted by DSl 
technicians in another j)art ol tlie vnlla. W hen he told his I rench 
colleague about the arrival of Pycsidcul Wciifwld in Poit-de-bonc and 
its purpose, Avigur recalled, the 13Sd chief immediately sent more 
agents to the Mediterranean. ‘Some were posted around each of the 
cam])s. Others were in Marseilles and Sete. 1 hey never went inside 
the camps so as not to alarm the immigrants. But the 13S 1 also had 
local police support to stop any British spy and demand his passpoit. 
Without that he wouldn’t be able to do much, and could even be 
arrested and sent back to England. 1 he DST could make life difficult 

for the British.’ 


Bevin had flown to Paris to see Georges Bidault once more. The 
Foreign Secretary had a new approach! The extreme misery that 
immigrants must be suffering is caused by the controllers of this 
infamous traffic, Jews being forced to sell their possessions in the 
hopeless expectation of buying at extravagant rates their passage to 
Palestine. France should understand that her indulgence to Jewish 
unauthorised persons and troublemakers might well cause alarm 
among the Arabs of French North Africa. I have myself taken steps 
to make sure that British subjects cause no trouble in areas of French 
interest. Is it too much to ask the French government to reciprocate 

in this matter of illegal Jewish trafiic?’ 

If Bevin hoped that Bidault would agree he was disappointed. 

Bidault spread his arms, the only gesture he made. 


Standing with Ike and Yossi Harel on the quayside at Port-de-Bouc, 
Saul Avigur was struck by the size of President W eiijield. She was tai 
bigger than he had imagined from photographs. He was no longer 
in doubt that she could hold the 4,500 refugees Yossi and Ike had 
allowed for. It would be a tight fit, but the crew' could slecj) on deck 


between watches. Yossi had doubled the number of cooks in the 
galley and the huge cauldrons installed by the US Na\y before D- 
Day would provide suflicient hot food. 1 he shortage of toilets was 
unavoidable; to plumb in more was imjxissible in the time. I he life 
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rafts which Ada had arranged to be bought in Marseilles had been 
tied to the rails on the upper decks. The sun room aft of the galley 
was rigged out as a hospital, complete with an old operating table, 
theatre trolleys and overhead lights. 

Ike had removed all but one of the ladders leading from the boat 
deck to the promenade deck, to reduce attempts to reach the wheel- 
house. Hosepipes had been connected from the engine room to the 
boat deck, ready to direct steam or oil towards any boarders. The 
ship’s strake, the sLx-inch-wide band of iron-coated wood around the 
entire hull, six feet above water level, to protect the ship if she struck 
a jetty in choppy water, could also stov^e in the hull of a smaller 
destroyer coming alongside. Suspended from the hull was barbed 
wire to stop scrambling ladders being used. 

Overall, Avigur decided, Ike had done a good job to prepare for 
the inevitable clash with the Royal Navy. 


In the operations room at naval headquarters in Haifa, Sir John 
Cunningham told the officers around the conference table that MIG 


was satisfied that Pvcsidcnt W ciijicld would hav'e Irgun terrorists on 
boaid. He had therefore decided to use his most experienced 
captains to deal with the blockade-runner. Lieutenant Commander 
Bailey would be overall commander on HMS Childers. HMS Charity 
would be under the command of Lieutenant Commander D.W. 
Austin, HMS Chieftain would be under Commander G.E. Fardell; 
Captain R.D. Watson would command HMS Chequers; HMS 
Cardigan Bay would be commanded by Captain J.V. Wickin; HMS 


Rowena would be commanded by Captain R.H.C. Wyld; and 
CommanderJ.V. Wilkinson would lead HMS Cheviot. The First Sea 


Fold would sail on HMS ^‘^^zA vvith Captain S.B. Conway-Ireland 
the bridge. 


on 


I he force would sail for Malta and remain there, ready to 
intercept President Warfield once her course had been confirmed by 
one of the RAf Warwick reconnaissance aircraft. Commander 
Bailey then briefed his fellow captains on the problems they could 
face. Boarding parties would be unable to board President Warfield hy 
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the usual means Irom a destroyer’s fo’c’s’le. He ex])lained: Howev er, 
with the help of sextant angles, I have worked out that she is 320 feet 
long and each of her decks is above sea level, d’he poop is 16 feet 
above water; the promenade deck 32 leet. W ith our destroyer s 
fo’c’s’le only 19 feet abov^e water level, it means our boarders can 
only access the lower level of the Jewish ship, its foredeck. \\c must 
regard that as the killing area, where they would be trap})ed while the 
immigrants and the boat’s crew attack them Irom above.’ 

Bailey had pointed to the latest reconnaissance photographs taken 
the day before by an RAF Warwick*. As you can see, the middle deck 
and the promenade deck are blocked oil with life rafts that will ofler 
protection. Our boarders will have no chance of climbing up to the 
boat deck as all the ladders, bar one, have been removed. But this 
deck is the primary objective since it houses the control centre of the 

ship, its wheelhouse.’ 

From his briefcase Bailey produced a drawing and placed it beside 
a photograph of the boat deck! ^This deck is lev'el with the highest 
point of a destroyer’s superstructure. And the ship’s bridge is more 
than six feet inboard of its guard railings. That gap is too big for a 
boarder to leap when he is carrying his weapons. The only answer is 
a special boarding platform. Made of wood, it will have guard rails 
and protective netting. Our boarders can cross ov^er it and reach the 

wheelhouse.’ 

Bailey said it would take no more than a few hours for naval 
carpenters to build a platform for his own ship and for two other 
destroyers, HMS Chieftain and HMS Charity. Using the platforms, he 
planned to put 50 boarders on to President Waifield. 


By July 1947, 15 refugee camps had been established between 
Marseilles and Port-de-Bouc. The staging areas were set up in 
abandoned army camps, empty villas and mansions standing in their 
own parkland. Some of the camps were derelict houses, others little 
more than huts. But for the thousands of refugees who had made the 
arduous journey across Europe, they were places to recuperate and 
prepare for the voyage to Palestine. 
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In 1945, a thousand immigrants had set out to make the journey. 
A year later the dining room in the Mc.AJpine Hotel in New York 
had resounded with cheers at the Thursday fund-raising luncheon. 
Over 20,000 refugees had left some of the camps to board boats that 
donations had enabled Saul Avigur to buy. By that summer several 
million dollars had been pledged. 

In VV'ashington, DC , Leo Bernstein announced at a fund-raising 
function held by the United Jewish Appeal that their donations had 
already helped another 40,000 immigrants to prepare to sail for 
Palestine. Once more Bernstein’s audience gave generously in the 
hope their money would enable passengers on ships to avoid being 
arrested and taken to the detention camps Ernest Bex in had ordered 
to be set up on Cyprus. 

On another visit to New York, DavTl Ben-Gurion had described 
life behind the high barbed-wire fences: ‘They wait there in awful 
conditions for their turn to be allowed to trickle into their homeland. 
No more than fifteen hundred a month. Those camps are outposts 
of a war we will win. Their gates will finally be left open on the day 
the State of Israel becomes a reality.’ 

That promise had echoed among the waiting immigrants in those 
camps along the Mediterranean coast. 

Saul Avigur, his deep-set eyes giving his face the look of a man 
who led an ascetic life, had within the upper echelons of the Haganah 
a reputation for incredible courage and for making decisions calmly 
and rationally^ One had been that each camp must hav^e a Jewish 
commander, someone who would understand the realities of what 
the Job entailed. Avigur had told each man he had selected it would 
still be hard for every man, woman and child to accept that their 
years of brutality and degradation were finallv ov er. The onlv wav he 
could be a successful leader was never to fors^et that. 

Av igur had chosen Noah Kliegcr to command Camp Kayol, on 
the load to Sete. french by^ birth and the son of a distinguished 
Jewish writer, with aspirations to follow his father as a published 
authoi, Noah had become a Xionist in Auschwitz. He was 16 vears 
old when he entered one of its sub-camps and, for the 31 months he 
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rcnitiined there, he was convinced every day was his last. He never 
forgot how many times he saw others taking their last walk to the gas 
chambers or the gallows or being wheeled on carts from the ovens. 

But somehow death itsell evaded him. 

In early 1945 he was among those sent on a death march from 
Auschwitz; thousands were shot during the weeks he had stumbled 
through the snow. But once more he sur\4ved. Finally, reaching the 
Harz Mountains in Germany, he was liberated on the eve of his 19th 
birthday. He headed west to Belgium. It was one of those impulsive 
decisions that had become part of his life in Auschwitz and had given 
him a maturity well beyond his years. Noah had become a man who 
guarded his privacy and chose his words with care. 

A week after finally arriving in Brussels, he was strolling down the 
Avenue Louise, the city’s battered but still proud main thoroughfare, 
when he stopped and stared at two parked British Army trucks. They 
were no different from any others seen on his long march, except 
they each had a blue-and-white Magen David stencilled on the door. 

Not quite knowing what he should do, Noah was suddenly 
grabbed by two soldiers in British Army uniforms who had emerged 
from a cafe, yelling at him in Hebrew. Breaking free, Noah rolled 
up his sleeve and pointed at the concentration camp number tattooed 

on his forearm. The men stepped back. 

They blinked back their tears and began to embrace me, saying 
they had made a terrible mistake. I was a Jew like them and wasn’t 
going to steal a truck. We went back into the cafe and over a drink 
they said they worked for the Jewish Transport Brigade. In no time 
I was recruited to help collect Jews from a local DP camp. As 1 spoke 
French, I was made liaison officer with the Belgian border police 
officers to get immigrants across the border and down to Marseilles. 
Soon Avigur had put me in charge of running Camp Kayol.’ 

Noah had created an area behind the camp’s huts. Everv’ morning 
assembly was at 7.30am, followed by 30 minutes of physical exercise. 
Afterwards the children were sent to a hut which sei\ed as a 
synagogue for religious instruction by the camp rabbi. 

Meanwhile, Noah conducted his own daily routine: inspecting the 
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sleeping accommodation, kitchen, showers and latrines. His years in 
Auschwitz had shown him the value of cleanliness; so many prisoners 
had died from failing to follow basic hygiene rules. 

Early in July 1947, Noah was summoned to a meeting of the camp 
commanders in a back-street cafe in Sete owned by the Haganah 
local agent. Saul Avigur told them that they were to return to their 
camps and repeat to the immigrants what he would now say. 

An hour later Noah was back in Camp Kayol and addressing the 
refugees in his usual laconic style. Soon they would be sailing to 
Palestine. On board the ship with them would be thousands of other 
immigrants. It would be the largest number ever sent in one ship¬ 
ment. They must prepare themselves lor the voyage. I'he discipline 
they had followed within the camp would continue on board, though 
life would be far more cramped, so personal hygiene was essential, to 
reduce the risk of illness. Each adult could bring only one small bag; 
two children would share a l)ag. They should expect the Royal Navy 
to continue its policy of interception. On board ship any orders they 
were given must be obeyed at once. In the meantime, no one was 
allowed to leav^e the camp until they were taken to the port. 


For three days Ike and Yossi Hard had been on board President 

Warfield^ finalising the embarkation plans for the passengers. All told 
they would number 4,515. 

Immigrants billeted in camps furthest from the port would be 


brought to the ship first. Priority would be giv’en to women, children 
and expectant mothers. After that would come the aged and inhrm. 
Each truck would have two physically fit immigrants, who would act 
as guards in the event of trouble. Yossi Harel recalled: ‘None was 


expected, as the french authorities were on our side. Our 


concern 


was the Bi itish spies. \\ e knew that Dr Cohen had not imagined their 
presence. They were ex ervvvhere.’ 

1 he |)hysician and his nurses would board with the first conv ov to 

check out the on-l)oard hospital. Just 12 hours had been allowed for 
the entire boarding |)rocess. 

Me tinwhile, Joe Bahalia had driven an oil tanker from Marseilles, 
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carrying enough oil to to]) up the shi])’s fuel tanks and last for the 
estimated seven-day voyage. Yehuda Arazi was in the final process of 
checking the su])plics brought to the quayside from local shops. Avigur 
had also arranged for a number ol Aliyah Bet men to patrol the 
quayside and turn away anyone who had no business with the ship. 

Some of the crew had been given shore leave and a few had 
abused it, returning drunk having broken the curfew to be back on 
board by midnight. Ike had severely reprimanded each sailor and 
confined him to his room. A different problem arose when one of 
the crew had been discovered smuggling ashore cartons of coffee to 
sell on the black market. The offence was sufficiently serious for Ike 
to order the culprit to undergo a Haganah court martial. Yossi Harel 
remembered^ fft was an open and shut case. The man had been 
caught red-handed and the guilty verdict called for severe 
punishment. Aliyah Bet was in a deadly business and we could not 
tolerate that. After the verdict the man was driven away by Avigur, 

never to be seen or heard of again.’ 

On the bridge, the silence of the night had done nothing to lessen 
the tension between Ike and Yossi. Ike had made no secret of the fact 
that he thought, though he was the younger man, he had the edge on 
Yossi when it came to seagoing experience. He was a man of few 
words. It was not that he didn’t repect all that Yossi had done - 
fighting alongside Orde Wingate, commanding other Aliyah Bet 
ships, setting up escape routes for Jews in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, 
Turkey and Transjordan. The truth was, probably, that both men 
came from different backgrounds and had very dillerent 
temperaments. Ike had a steely personality; Yossi was imbued with 
a natural charm. Perhaps it was as simple as that. Ike was the ship’s 
captain, while Yossi, as ship’s commander, was effectively his deputy. 
In an ideal world they would have got along. On the surface they 
did; but below their politeness to each other was tension. 

Even before he set eyes on the ship, Yossi Harel had asked Ada to 
drive him from Marseilles railway station to the camps along the 
\Iediterranean that housed the refugees. Between them they held 
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1,561 men, 1,282 women, 1,01 7 adolescents and 655 children. They 
would be the passenger complement of President Waifield. 

Ada recalled Yossi saying, ‘I wanted to be certain they were both 
mentally and physically ready for the v'oyage. This would be unlike 
any other journey they would hav'e taken. None of us could say what 
would happen. I wanted to make sure our people had prepared 
them, especially the children.’ 

Harel’s need for that reassurance had deepened after visiting the 
hrst cam.p to which Ada dro\'e him. It was filled with orphans. The 
only adults he saw were the camp commander, his staff and teenagers 
looking after the young children. They watched him as he walked 
among them, their solemn eyes following him, perhaps wondering 
who this tall, tanned and healthy-looking man was who spoke to 
them in their own language, Hebrew or Yiddish and sometimes 
Polish. VVdiat could he understand about their vears behind barbed 
wire, spent scavenging for a piece of bread, picking lice olT their 
bodies, praying to a God who had seemed indifferent to their fate? 
\ ossi could understand that beneath their hesitant smiles and polite 
nods on hearing his promise that their voyage would end in freedom 


were unspoken questions: W hat was freedom? How did it work? Was 
there more than one kind of freedom? How could they enjoy 
freedom when they had no mother or father to share it with? 

W alking around the camp, \ ossi had spoken to as many children 
as he could as they sat in their huts on fold-up beds set out in rows 
ter bein.^ sh ipped from the US Armv barracks thev came from. He 
had seen the desperation in their eyes as he tried to reassure them 
that this time their hopes would not founder and they would reach 
the land inhabited by their forefathers centuries before. But he 
knew that, even as he sj^oke, he could not gi\’e them the hope they 
wanted: that their j^arents would miraculously be waiting for them 
when they arrived. No one could promise that. 

It was in those moments that he had sensed how empty his words 
must sound. How many times would they have heard similar 
piomis(‘s fi'om vvell-meaning people who wanted to mov e them on? 
I he nuns and priests who had sheltered them in monasteries and 


Brief Encounters 


201 


convents, the workers in tlu' DP cunips.'^ How often luid those chil¬ 
dren been j)ut on a train or a truck to ( arry them on the next stage 
of their journey to this canij) l)y the sea.^ kor them, its huts must have 
seemed so lar from what they rememl)ered a real home looking like. 

It had been Ada who had seen the ])ain in \ ossi s eyes and heard 
it in his voice as he spoke to them. She remembered the time another 
man’s emotions had had the same effect on her. Her husband, Enzo, 
had rescued other Jewish children from Iraq shortly before the Nazis 

executed him. 

When she finally drove Yossi from the camp, the Haganah officer 
was close to tears. He told Ada that if he did nothing else in his life 
he would not fail those children. 


Yossi recognised that there was one issue which urgently needed his 
undisputed skills and charm: visas for the passengers which would 

pass scrutiny. 

In the past bribery had usually done the trick. Many foreign 
diplomats had added to their own salaries by illegally pro\ iding blank 
forms, which were imperfectly filled out in the hurry to board an 
Aliyah Bet ship. Ada Sereni remembered that on more than one 
occasion she had scribbled them out on a quayside. But while many 
of the immigration officers who w'aved aboaid refugees often dis¬ 
played sympathy for them, there was a change in Paris. The French 
government continued to support the Holocaust sun n ors’ right to go 
to Palestine, but there was growing concern among its diplomats not 
only about the deteriorating French““Biitish lelationslnp, but also 
about hostility in the Arab wnrld to the illegal immigiation. 

In the past an Aliyah Bet ship had a licence to sail to one countr)’ 
while its passengers carried bogus visas to go to another, but now , 
Yossi realised, it could be only a matter of time before it became 
critical to have travel documents that were properly prepared. 

The British ambassador in Paris, Duff Cooper, told Bcwiii, ^'Phere 
is evidence that incomj:)atibility between visas and their owners are 
settled by money on the spot by the organisers of this illegal tiaflic. 

d'he Foreign Secretary sent a letter to his French counterpart. 
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Georges Bidault, demanding, ‘Illegal groups from the south of France 
must be stopped from travelling without officially approved visas.’ 

Vossi knew that to obtain visas for all 4,515 men, women and 
children was a huge task, more so in the time he had. ‘My first step 
was to visit all the foreign embassies and consulates in Marseilles to 
see if they could provide travel documents. In the end Colombia did. 
They wanted hve American dollars for each. I said okay. The 
diplomat asked how many. I told him.’ 

The official may well have smiled after he had done his mental 
arithmetic. He was probably about to make more money than he 
earned in a year. However, he realised that to prepare the documents 
and then stamp the blank forms in the official places would take the 
best part of his working day - so, after pocketing the money, he 
handed over a franking machine and showed Vossi where each form 
should be stamped, including the photographs of each applicant. 

If Vossi was startled he did not show it. How was he going to find 
sufficient photographers and have the photos developed and printed? 
Then he remembered. The tourists had returned to Marseilles now 


the war was over. Along the waterfront and in the town roamed 
photographers making a IK ing by snapping the visitors. In no time 
he had rounded them up to take passport photos of the refugees in 
the camps. He had solved another problem. 

But later, after the impressive-looking \isas had been distributed 
and the passengers were on board, Vossi knew he would ha\^e a 


further act to perform. The visas would be collected and burned. 

‘They had serx ed their purpose. No visa meant no identihcation for 
any passengers.’ 


\ossi saw that as important. Without identihcation, the passengers 
could not be sent back to where they had come from if they were caught 
while the ship was at sea. Vossi was certain that, gix'en the problems 
fiance had endured o\'er immigration, it would not allow them to 
return. Without Colombian xisas, the passengers could not be sent to 
Colombia. W ithout identihcation papers, no country would take them. 
'Fhe only place they could go to was Palestine. Or so Vossi hoped. 
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It was still early morning when Ike and Yossi stood on the bridge of 
President Warfield. An hour earlier they had completed the final 
embarkation logistics. 1 he Jewish Brigade trucks which had brought 
the refugees to the camp had been parked in a sheltered area byjoe 
Bahalia in preparation for ferrying the passengers to the ship. 

It was going to be another cloudless day, with no breeze to cool the 
oppressive heat. Beyond, the townspeople were already putting up 
awnings. But unusually at that hour, there was no sound of traffic. 
The only vehicle coming along the quayside was Ada’s car. She 
parked and came running up the gangway with Arazi, their faces 
already flushed by the heat. Each carried cardboard boxes 
containing the Colombian visas. Now there was a more difficult 
problem to resolve. The Communist-run transport union had or¬ 
dered a national strike, which had stopped all traffic movement, 
including military trucks, across France. The strike was in protest 
against the way Ernest Bevin had used the Paris meeting of European 
nations, conveved to discuss the Marshall Plan, to rail against Jewish 
immigration. 

Yossi said that the governor of the province, Sol Weiss, was a Jew 
who lived in nearby Montpellier. Ike asked Ada to drive him and 
Yossi to see Weiss. In the meantime, Arazi was to contact Saul 
Avigur, explain the situation and ask how the strike could be lifted for 
long enough to bring the immigrants to the ship so that it could leave. 

Two hours later Ike returned with a letter signed by the governor 
authorising that the strike be lifted between Port-de-Bouc and Sete 
for 24 hours. Meanwhile, Avigur had deposited one million French 
francs in the transport union’s fighting fund to help the strikers. Yossi 
Harel spoke for the others on the ship’s bridge when he said, ‘I’hat’s 

money well spent.’ 

Ada Sereni would recall how she brought relief workers to the 
camp holding the orphans to help them prepare for the voyage. She 
and the other women discovered that under their pillows many of 
the children had hidden family photographs. Creased and faded 
from handling were the faces of a mother, a father, a grandparent, 
older brothers and sisters. Perhaps the last trace of an entiie family. 
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perhajDS of an entire community. Each photo was carefully wrapped 
in a piece of clothing before being packed and placed in one of the 
cardboard boxes Ada had brought from Marseilles. 

When the packing was hnished and each box bore the name of a 
child, they were stacked outside the huts to wait for the trucks. The 
camp commander, a tall young man with a quiet strength whom 
everyone called Moshe, announced the pick-up would be at sunset. 
In the meantime, the children were to go to the mess hut for their 
hnal meal before leaving. According to Ada, ‘For them there had 
never been a childhood. Their parents had perished. You can’t 
replace a mother’s bedtime kiss with the smiles of well-meaning 
strangers who had risked their own lives by sheltering them. In that 
camp of orphans, in all the other camps they stayed in, those children 
must have felt abandoned, unwanted. The more anyone tried to 
show them that was not true, the less they believed.’ 


The telephone connection from Paris to the harbour master’s office 
in Port-de-Bouc crackled, making it harder for Yossi Harel and Ike 
to hear as they each pressed an ear to the phone. The caller was 
Venia Pomerantz, Aliyah Bet’s liaison with the French Alinistiy of 


the Interior, llie soft-spoken Pomerantz had fed his contacts with 
the carefully prepared stoiy which Avigur had created. Due to engine 
problems President Waijield would be unable to sail for at least another 
week. The young liaison officer had been given sufficient technical 


information to convince his ministiy contacts, knowing that given 
the way they worked the news would quickly spread. In his last call 
Pomerantz had said that President IVaifielef s engine failure was nothing 
other than a brief report in Paris newspapers, but still, as Avigur 
intended, it w^ould have reached the British Embassy. 

I hen, in mid-afternoon, a waiter from a cafe opposite the harbour 


master’s ollice arrived on the quayside. Yossi met him at the top of 
the gangway to be told an urgent call had come from Paris. Yossi 


and Ike ran back to the harbour master’s office. 


\ enia Pomerantz had shattering 
telej)honed from Fondon to the French 


news. Ernest Be\'in had 
foreign Minister, Georges 
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Bidault, with news that MIG had discovered that the provincial 
governor had given clearance for the transport strike to l)e broken 
long enough Ibr the refugees to board the ship. 

Straining to listen to the crackling line, Yossi grabl)cd a sheet of 
])apcr ofTthc harbour master’s desk and began to scrif)l)le down what 
Ponierantz was saying. Bevin was demanding that the camps be 
closed down immediately and the immigrants f)e sent t)ack to where 
thev had come from in Europe. Meanwhile, Bevin planned to ask 
US Secretai7 of State, George Marshall, to order the ship returned 
to the United States and its crew impounded for breach of maritime 
law. As the phone line continued to break up, Yossi scribbled for Ike 
to read o\’er his shoulder: ‘Minister has told Venia we must sail at 
once. Says pressure too great on his government. He says we are on 

our own now.’ 

Ike had smiled tightly and, with a polite nod of thanks to the 
harbour master, they ran back to the ship. 

On 9 July 1947, the sun was setting over Port-de-Bouc when Smiley 
and Vershoyle stood among a waving crowed as President \\ aijield 
moved away from her mooring and out past the old fort, then headed 
on a westerly course into the Mediterranean. Her larders had been 
restocked with boxes of fresh fruit and vegetables, together with large 
sacks of potatoes stacked outside the galley, and fresh water tanks 

had been topped up. 

Murray AronofT, his father’s Jewish Brigade badge proudh' pinned 
to his shirt, sensed that ‘There was an air of expectation, more 
excitement than tension. Ike had told us we were going to find out 
why we had come halfway across the world. Soon the ship would be 
filled with several thousand men, women and children who had one 
dream, going to Eretz Tisrael. Waiting to stop them would be the most 
powerful navy in the world. It was going to be our job to outsmai t 

their ships.’ 

Reverend Grauel’s cheer had led those which echoed aiound the 
ship. As President II gathered sj)eed, he assembled his cooks and 
told them to start preparing cauldrons of soup and jugs of coflee. 
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together with hot drinks for the children, ready for the first refugees 
when they began to board in the coming hours. Yossi Harel and 
several deckhands were putting bedding on the bunks. On the bridge, 
Paul Shulman was one of the lookouts. He had become a liked and 
respected personality among the crew. The muscular figure of former 
82nd Airborne paratrooper Ben Foreman stood watch on the 
starboard side. Near his foot was a wooden club; several of the crew 
were similarly armed. For Foreman: A\ e weren’t looking for a fight. 
But if there was going to be trouble we needed to look after ourselves. 
We had all heard stories about how the British could play rough.’ 

Ada had driven to Sete to alert Yehuda Arazi to start moving the 
immigrants from the camps. Eliyahu Cohen now had 70 trucks to 
bring them to Sete. 

Yehuda Arazi had arranged with the Sete harbour master where 
President Warfield could anchor among the maze of breakwaters and 
basins filled with fishing boats and canal barges. Many of the 
waterways were unable to accommodate a ship the size of President 
Warfield and finally he had settled on a breakwater behind the outer 

harbour which had steps leading up to a road where the trucks could 
park. 

The Reverend Grauel had started to write his diary: ‘We 
Americans on board were nicknamed the Shu-Shu-Boys by the 
Palestine Jews of Aliyah Bet. They were forev er admonishing the 
American volunteers on the importance of secrecy and silence. In 
Yiddish, a person warning another to be silent or secret would put an 
indc.x finger to his lips and blow on to it with a word, shu^ which 
probably came from the Yiddish sha' 


Chapter 14 

Boarding 


S tanding on President Waifiel(t s bridge, Ike watched the first conv'oy 
begin to discharge its passengers before driving away to collect 
the next refugees waiting in the camps. Emerging from the trucks were 
the oiphans, Moshe, their camp commander, Dr Cohen and his nurses. 

In the gathering darkness the townspeople of' Sete moved among 
them, smiling reassurance and handing out sweets and soft drinks to 
the children, then guiding them down the steps to the quays. It had 
been Ada’s idea to involve the local people, to let them know how 
much their help had been appreciated in the past weeks. 

On the dockside the orphans had stared in wonder at the ship, its 
hull towering above them, and at the faces staring down and calling 
out a welcome in Hebrew as they slowly climbed the gangway, each 
carrying their box and visa. 

Reaching the boat deck, the children handed over the document 
to Bill Bernstein, the ship’s mate. He dropped them into an open bag 
to be burned later. Standing at the foot of the gang-way, Yossi and 
Ada were relieved that the French gendarme had ghen only a 


cursor)^ glance at the documents. 

Reverend Grauel recorded in his diary: ‘After getting hot drinks 
ready, I had gone up on deck to watch the boaicling. Trucks came 
and went. There was a mood ofjoy, pride, tear s and some anxiety as 
they came on boar d. I could under stand the anxiety, bhis was finally 
happening. I could see Ike up on the bridge watching e\'ery thing. He 
had told me that the voyage was to mount a huge illegal immigTation 
oper ation that would dr aw the wor ld’s attention.’ 
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While the nurses were escorted clown to the bunks rcserc ed for the 
children, Dr Cohen was directed to where the ship’s hospital had 
been set u|^ by Abe Lippschitz, who had already laid out the medical 
ecjuij)ment for inspection. Dr Cohen estimated that, with over 4,000 
potential patients, he would never have time to assess their medical 
condition. But he had noticed several of the women were in the 
advanced stages of pregnancy and he was glad to see there was an ob¬ 
stetrics kit. He also suspected from swellings on their legs that some 
passengers had severe diabetes and from their breathing as they 
climbed the gangway that others had heart problems. Under normal 
conditions he would have recommended they didn’t sail. Al\ he could 
do was hope he had the right equipment to help them. 

The doctor asked for the expectant mothers to be given bunks 
close to the makeshift hospital. One of the crew pointed out the 
lifeboats and rafts, explaining that there would be sufficient time to 
launch them. He added that, in an emergency, sick women and 
children must have priority when it came to launching the lifeboats. 


Fira Neimark had quickly earned the nickname Roll Caller at the 
camp outside Marseilles. Ever\' day without fail she had counted her 
brood of 52 children when they woke and before the)' went to bed. 
She slept close to the hut door to make stire nobody entered during the 
night. She told the boys, many little more than children themselves, 
they were to hel]D her to protect the girls. When it was their turn to 
leav'e the camp, she insisted on lifting each child on to the truck and 
refused to sit beside the drix er, sav'ing she must travel with them. 

Ada Ser eni saw how, arriving on the quayside, Fira once more 
lined uj) the children and counted them before leading them to the 
gangAvay, clutching a bundle of v isas. When the French policeman 
glanced at them Fira pointed to the children and said, 'All mine.’ 

I he astonished ollicer shook his head and handed back the 
doctiments. Fira smiled graciously at him and shepherded the 
children up the gangway. She recalled: 4t was like boarding a show 
boat, a lov e boat, a boat all the way from America. There 1 was with 
my children. fAcrvthing seemed so clean and so friendlv, waiting to 


Boarding 


209 


receive us. This was the beginning of our hon voyage. I had already 
been told to explain to the children what they were allowed to do, 
what not to do and now, where exactly we were going.’ 

When Yossi, who was standing on deck, suggested the children 
might have to bunk in diHerent parts of the ship, with the older ones 


looking after the smaller children, she stared fiercely at him and 
replied, ‘We have come here together and we stay together. When 
we get to the homeland we will live together in a kibbutz. 1 hat was 
why I was chosen to do what God asked of me.’ 


By midnight the last of the townspeople who had watched the arrivals 
had gone home to bed. Only the lighthouse at the end of the Saint- 
Louis mole, where President Waifield was berthed, continued to send 
out its beam every 30 seconds. So powerful was the light that it 
pierced the darkness for 14 miles across the Golle du Lion. 

Looking down from the bridge, Ike saw another camp commander 
descend from the lead truck of his convoy and stride up and down the 
road, watching the refugees leaving the other trucks, hunying them 
along. There was something unsettlingly familiar about the stride. 
Ike closed his eyes for a moment, reminded of those photos he had 
seen of other Jews being transported to the gas chambers. He opened 
his eyes. That would never happen again. Nobody could turn what 
was to be a mercy mission into anything else. He would see to that. 


It was in the early hours, as the first light of dawn began to solten 
the sky over the sea, when Zvi Tiroche led his camp refugees down 
from the trucks on the quayside. The lighthouse beam reminded 
many of them of the concentration camp searchlights and some ol 
the children started crying and clung to the adults. Z\ i moved among 
them, offering reassuring words as they walked slowly towards the 


gangway. 

He understood their tension and fears. How many times had they 
been herded like this into cattle trucks? For their sake he was 
determined to be calm, because he knew they wanted him to be the 
leader who had kept them all together in the cangx He pointed up 
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at tlie ship and said that was where their new life could start. He 
spoke with a certainty that calmed and drew smiles. If Z\'i promised, 
then it had to be true. 

As he arrh^ed at the foot of the gangway Ada took him aside and 
introduced him to Yossi, who was gently motioning for the line to 
move faster. He knew there were more than 2,000 people still to 
board. The ship’s commander informed Zvi that Ada had told him 
about his linguistic skills and said he wanted him to serve in a similar 
capacity on board ship. 

Z\Ts first duty was to select from among the passengers translators 
who were fiuent in the numerous languages spoken on board. As well 
as the two prime languages, Hebrew and Yiddish, they should be 
able to speak Polish, Russian, Romanian and German, the languages 
of the camps. Yossi explained it was essential that his orders be 
communicated quickly. That would be Zvi’s responsibility and he 
must post on each deck translators who would be constantly available 
to act as a link to Yossi’s broadcasts ov'er the ship’s public address 
system. Z\a was to familiarise himself with the system and ensure his 
translators accurately passed on Yossi’s words. From time to time 
throughout the day Zvi would use the system to relay information to 
the passengers about x arious events on board. 

As Michael Stolowitzkv and Gertruda arrived on deck and 

j 

dropped their visas into the bag being held open by a sailor, Mickey 
squeezed her hand, told her everything would be all right and said 
that he would look alter her. She smiled, I'eminding herself again 
how those weeks in the camp had seen a I'emarkable change in him; 
with ample food, exer cise and sea air he had gained weight and was 
becoming a str apping boy. 

As the first ravs ol the morning sun r'ose over the horizon, 
replacing the lighthouse beam, Gertr'uda blinked away the tears of 
happiness as she bent down to kiss Mickey’s for ehead. ‘You’r'e rdght. 

1 here is nothing to worrv about. In a few davs’ time we will be 
home.’ 

Steppiirg out ol the truck which had brought him fi'om Camp 
Kayol, Noah Klieger bur st out laughing at the sight of President 
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Waijield. He had never seen such an ugly ship, with its single funnel 
rising like a dirty factory chimney into the blue sky. He asked hims(*lf, 
‘How could anybody think the ship could cany the 4,500 we had 
been told about in that briefing in the back-street cafe?’ 

He asked the question again when he reached the ship’s deck, the 
sun already hot in his face. Waiting was the hrst mate. Bill Bernstein, 
holding a blue-and-white trimmed blazer which he held up against 
Noah, nodded and then told him to put it on, saying, ‘It will do. Now 
in answer to your question, this old bucket will fit all these people in 
with the help of people like you.’ 

He turned and indicated a set of stairs that led to the bridge. Noah 
was to stop anybody going up there. When he asked why he had to 
wear the blazer, Bernstein sighed: ‘Because it looks good on you, 
gives you authority.’ 

Noah nodded and thought, ‘This is going to be fun.’ 

He had hardly taken up position when a slight figure tried to run 
past him. He wore only a vest and shorts. Noah blocked his path and 
ordered him away. A shouting match started, the youth in Hebrew 
and English, Noah in French. 

‘He was a little fellow so I was not afraid. But he got on my nerx es. 
Suddenly Bernstein ran up and told me to back off. I said no way. I 
was doing what he had told me to do. Bernstein looked at me and 
shook his head and said that didn’t include attacking the ship’s 
captain.’ 

Ike looked at Noah, grinned and told Bernstein to sign Noah on 
as a crew member. But he didn’t have to wear the blazer to show his 
authority. He had just demonstrated that. 

Many passengers had formed lines outside the galley to collect 
bowls of soup, fresh coffee and hot drinks for their children, ddieir 
smiles and nods of gratitude brought the kitchen staff close to tears. 

Gertruda and Michael had followed Cyril Weinstein down to a 
tier of bunks in the hold. He apologised f or the cramped quarters, but 
Gertruda smiled and said after the camp it was comfortable. She and 
Mickey set off to explore the ship, jneking their way thr oti^h t c c 
arrivals being led along the gangAvays by members of the crew. 
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helping the old and infirm with their bags. Some ofMoshe’s orphans 
had already familiarised themselves with the ship and were running 
around various decks. In the bowels, the engine-room engineers 
checked the controls. But until the order came from the bridge, there 
was nothing for Nat Nadler and the others to do. 

Throughout the morning trucks continued to rumble through 
Sete’s cobbled streets and refugees boarded the ship, clutching bat¬ 
tered suitcases and bags filled with possessions they had carried across 
Europe. For Reverend Grauel: 'Beneath the dirty, ragged clothes 
was something so noble, so wonderful on their faces. It was liberation. 
They were going home.’ 

Ada counted that 3,000 had made their way up the gangway. 
People were lining the deck rails and the sounds of children laughing 
carried down to the quayside. Suddenly they began to turn and 
point. A plane was flying above them; it slowly banked and once 
more passed overhead. Ada recognised the markings of an IT\F 
Warwick surveillance aircraft. 

On the road, Eliyahu Cohen stepped out from the lead truck and 
raised four fingers to the bridge: four more convoys, so 24 trucks, 
which meant 1,500 refugees still to board. 


Thursday 10 July was a sultiy day in Paris, one that matched Bev in’s 
thunderous mood as the Foreign Secretary entered the Quai d’Orsay 
to once more confront Georges Bidault. Earlier that day Stewart 
Menzies had told Bevin that his officers — Smiley and Vershoyle — 
had observed President W arfield loading passengers. The news had 
been enough to send Bevin Channel-hopping to see Bidault. 

Dull Cooper — a seasoned diplomat who more than once during 
the war had soothed outbursts from his friend Winston Churchill — 
was waiting at the airport when the Foreign Secretary* and his aides 
arriv ed. 1 he ambassador thought he had persuaded Bev in to calm 
down by the time he led him into a Qiiai d’Orsay conference room. 
But the two grou])s across the table had barely sat down before a 
messenger from the British Fmbassv- arrived and lianded the ambas- 
sador an envelojx'. The di|)lomat read the contents and passed the 
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pa])er to Bcvin. 'The Foreign Secretary’s face, long j)uce from his 
liking of whisky, darkened as he rose to his feet. 

As one ol his aides noteck ‘Bevin said Presidenl M V/z/zr/r/had become 


a serious allront to His Majesty’s (jovernment and that he had just 
been informed by our consul-general in Marseille the ship was about 
to sail. One of Bevin’s aides handed him a document and he waved 
it across the tal)le. It was the Lloyd’s seaworthiness certificate which 
clearly stated the ship was excluded from carrying passengers and 


His Majesty’s Government wanted the French government to take 

immediate steps to remove them.’ 

In the silence that followed, Bidault pushed back his chair and 
walked to a phone on a side table and placed a call. When he was 
connected, he told the police chief in Sete to have all the passengers 
on President Waifield removed. 


The last immigrants had boarded President Waifield and its decks were 
packed with people; windows and doors were propped open to 
circulate air below decks on what was the hottest day of the year. 
Reverend Grauel sent his kitchen crew around the decks with pails 
of iced drinking water. Despite the heat there was a cheerful mood 
among the passengers as they sang and reassured each other that 
soon they would be on their way. They cheered as two barges 
moored at the end of the Saint-Louis mole were moved to allow 


President Waifield a clear passage, past the lighthouse and into the 
Golfe du Lion. There were more cheers as from the engine room 
came the sound of the first pistons running. All seemed to be ready 
for departure until Ike and Yossi were called to the radio shack, 
where radioman Enava Barak had received a coded message from 


Saul AvifiTur over the transmitter in the DS F director s \’illa in Paris. 
Yehuda Arazi and Ada Sereni were summoned and Bill Bernstein 


was placed on guard at the shack’s door. 

Ike said Avigur had learned that Bidault had ordered the harbour 
master to move the ship to a new berth behind a drawbridge, which 
would then be lowered to elfectixely block her jxissage to the sea. 
I he manoeuv’re had to be completed by dawn, alter w hich all 
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passengers were to be escorted ashore on to buses to take them back 
to the cam])s. French police had been ordered to escort them through 
striking union members. 


Ike said he would call upon the governor at Montpellier, while 
Yossi and Ada would go and see the harbour master, accompanied 
by Zvi Tiroche. None of the passengers should be told of the situa¬ 
tion, with one exception. Ike wanted Noah Klieger to accompany 
him. His determination and language skills had impressed the 
captain and his presence would ensure an accurate translation of the 
governor’s words. 

Noah found himself translating at high speed as words flew 
between the governor, his officials and Ike. Ike warned that unless the 
boat left it would be a political disaster for France, which had done 
so much to stand up to the British over its immigration policy. The 
passengers were now at the mercy of the gox ernor: sick babies. 


pregnant mothers, the inhrm. Ike thought of anything and eveiything 
that might gain the governor’s sympathy. Their Colombian visas 
were v^alid only for a \'oyage to Palestine. They had no other 
documents. They would be like their foref athers, wandering Jews. 
Until they arrived in Palestine the only home they had was the ship. 
They must be allowed to remain on board and sail there. 

Noah had never seen such a masterful performance as Ike 
passionately argued his case point by point. The governor began to 
nod and look at his officials. They too nodded in agreement. Finally 
the governor sat back in his chair and said he would do everything 
possible to help. Meanwhile, the passengers could remain on board 
and the ship would not be moved. His secretaiy typed his decision, 
which the governor signed and gave to Ike, and then he asked her to 
place a call to Paris. 


\ ossi and Ada had met with sympathy from the harbour master - 
but little else. On his office desk was an order from the Foreign 
Ministry that the ship must hav e part of its engine disabled so that it 
cotild not sail. In the meantime, arrangements were under wav to 
return the ])assengers to the camps. 

Defeated, ^ ossi and Ada pre])ared to leave the office when the 
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telephone on the desk rang. Vhe harbour master j)i( ked it up and 
listened, then began to write rapidly on a pad, glancing at his visitors, 
nodding and saying, '’Oin, oui.^ Idnally he put down the j)hone and 
looked at Yossi and Ada in astonishment. ‘You have powerful friends, 
dliat was the French Minister of Labour, Monsieur Daniel Mcir. He 


lias instructed me that you can leave this port by two o’clock tomor¬ 
row morning at the latest. If you are not gone by then you will be 
detained.’ 

The harbour master stood up and walked to a wall maji of the 
port, pointing to where President W aijield was berthed and the route 
she must take through several docks to reach the sea. For that they 
would need a pilot, who would require a suitable fee. That would be 
a matter for the ship’s captain to settle. Yossi smiled. He understood 
the rules of negotiations. 


On the island of Malta, Lieutenant Commander Bailey hosted a 
dinner for Sir John Cunningham on board HMS Childers. With the 
First Sea Lord at one end, the captains of the other destroyers and 
HMS Ajax sat around the wardroom’s table, which was glittering 
with the ship’s finest tableware that was usually brought out only to 
celebrate the King’s birthday or Christmas at sea. Like Sir John, the 
guests were in their formal mess kit. Each captain had been ceremo¬ 
nially piped aboard before Sir John arrived on his gleaming sleek 
barge and once more the piping-aboard party had snapped to 
attention. The next day Bailey would lead the task force out of the 
harbour and begin their patrol towards the French coast. 


On board President Waijield, the galley had seiz ed a meal for all the 
passengers and ship’s crew. By midnight the immigrants had settled 
in their bunks and the ship was quiet except for the deck patrols and 
crew assigned by Yossi Hard to walk through the sleeping quarters 
to make sure there were no j)roblems. From time to time Dr Ca:)hen 
went to see the ]:)regnant women to make sure none had gone into 
labour. In the galley. Reverend Cirauel and his cooks had started 
preparations for breakfast. Ldow, in the engine room, Frank 
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Stanczak and Nat Nadlcr remained ready to start the engines once 
the signal came from the bridge. 

In the radio shack Harold Leidner sat before the silent radio while 
Enava Barak slept on the shack’s bunk. By 2.30am there was no sign 
of the pilot. On the road above the cjuayside Ada waited for him. 
Some 30 minutes later he had still not arrived. 

Ike and Yossi stood in one corner on the bridge, their voices low; 
helmsman Bill Millman sensed the tension between them. Yossi 
insisted that leaving the harbour in the dark would be far more diffictilt 


than their arrival in daylight with a pilot had been. Ike was adamant. 
They could not wait any longer. Earlier he had sent Arazi to the pilot 
house to give the pilot 10,000 francs and had returned with the man’s 
promise he would be on board well before midnight. That was over 
till ee hours ago. Ike re[)eated they must leave without him. 

In the strained silence they both stared out to sea, where the fishing 
boats were bobbing on their way to the fishing grounds. Millman 
heard Ike say again, his voice calm, his mind made up, ‘Yossi, we’ve 
got to go. 1 he entire operation depends on it.’ 

The other two men on the bridge. Bill Bernstein and Bernard 
Marks, the second mate, heard the sudden flare of anger in Harel’s 
voice as he told Ike that neither of them was familiar with the port’s 
channels. To sail without a pilot was to endanger the Iwes of thou¬ 
sands of passengers. 

Moments later they heard Arazi shouting from the quayside. He 
had been standing beside the lighthouse and saw his beam sweeping 
over a grey-hulled shi]) out at sea. The warship was moxing slowly 
through the water. 

Ike turned Irom ^ ossi and spoke by voice-pipe to chief engineer, 
frank Stanczak, and told him to start eno^ines. 

Bernard Marks, who had his Masters, Mates & Pilots qualification, 
was to recall that through the \’oice-pipe came the muffled response 
that the shij) could not move because it was held fast bv a cable still 
tied to a bollard on the quayside: ‘I was in my shorts and lowered 
mysell Irom the guardrail into the black, hlthv water and swam to 
the mole. Moving along the edge of the concrete, 1 reached the line 
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and the lx)llarcl that held it. I tried to (all the eable. It was then when 
I realised a French gendarme was staring down at me. He suddenly 
shrugged and pointed. His meaning was clear, why hadn t I simply 
asked him to throw oil the line.'^ So he went and fetched an axe. 


Strand by strand the cable was cut through. It suddenly parted and 
dropped under our stern. 1 ran up the gangway. Immediately on the 

bridge Ike ordered them to start engines.’ 

On the quayside, Arazi and Ada guided the crew on deck as the 
gangway was lowered. President W aijield began to move. As Ike 
recalled: The way back to sea was a twisting route, 90 degrees to 
starboard, then 120 degi'ees to port. Even with a tug and a pilot it was 
a nightmare. One moment the bow was dangerously close to the 
quay on the port side. I called for Millman to give me engines astern. 
Next it was hard right rudder and full power. She bounced again 
along the breakwater. Once more she backed up. Then she was 


moving again.’ 

Slowly but surely, Ike brought the ship through one dock after 
another, each set at a different angle, causing the hull to continue 
banging against the concrete walls. Gertruda and NIichael, Fira and 
her children were among the passengers who were jerked from sleep 

by the noise. 

Zvi Tiroche quickly gathered his interpreters and told them to 
reassure the passengers. In the galley Reverend Giauel asked his 
crew to prepare jugs of coffee and distribute them among the crew, 
who were additional lookouts as the ship continued to manoeu\Te 
its way through the next dock. 

Ike had ordered Millman to maintain slow speed as the ship 


continued to move past the breakwater where Ada and \ ehuda were 
standing. They waved and pointed ahead: the sea could be heaid 


slapping against another breakwater. 

Now Ike ordered the engine to be stopped. He knew that before 
continuing he had to be certain that the hull had sufleied no sc nous 


damage. Once more Marks jumped into the water. He surfaced to 
report that there was some minor denting but tlu' ship itself was 
seaworthy. But when Ike ordered the engine to be restarted, it did 
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not. The piece of cable the policeman had cut free had become 
entangled in the propeller. In his usual enigmatic way Ike described 
it as nothing v^ery dramatic. ‘Marks freed it. We started sailing 
towards the entrance of the port.' 

Ike guided President Warfield past the final dock. Soon it would be 
dawn and he would be able to see if that warship was still there. 

riie further Yossi went below deck the more oppressive the air 
became, a mixture of body odours and engine fumes. But no one 
complained. He was about to retrace his steps to the bridge when a 
grinding sound swept through the hull and the noise of the engine 
shuddered to a stop. 

President Warfield had run aground on a sandbank. Helmsman 
Millman had mistakenly turned to port instead of starboard. On the 
bridge Ike called down to the engine room for a report. Lookouts 
peered into the water. The sea was starting to foam around the 
trapped hull. 

Yossi made his way forward again and climbed the ladder to the 
bridge. The ship had begun to tilt starboard and for a split moment 
\ ossi wondered if she would capsize. A terrible silence settled over 
President Warfield. 

Ike sounded unperturbed as he called down his orders to the 
engine room: ‘Start up again. We’re going to drive through this 
bank.’ 

He turned to Millman and asked if he was ready. The white-faced 

helmsman nodded and gripped the wheel. The engine started and 
stoj)ped again. 

President Warfield to move very slowly forward, reversed and 

waited, then once more went forward. To Nat Nadler in the engine 
room, ‘It was as if we were trying to chisel through concrete. I 
watched the gauges climbing into the red and I kept thinking it was 
against the laws of engineering and w e w ould all blow up.’ 

fira Neimark had gathered her children together and told them 
they should remember what Yossi had just said. Over the public 
address system he had assured everyone that thei'e was no danger. 

Noah Klieger had letui iied to his position to stop any passengers 
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allcin| 3 ting to rcacli the l)rid|Gjc. I'roni there h(‘ could heur the culm 
voice oflkc calling out instructions. Noah couldn’t be certain, but the 


ship appeared to have moved a little since* he had last glanced towards 
the lighthouse. From below the Reverend (jraucl emerged with a tiay 
of steaming mugs of eoflec, gave one to Noah and carried the rest up 
to the bridge. Noah looked again towards the harbour; the ship 


definitely seemed to have moved a little further away from the shore. 

President IVaifield continued to inch forward. On the bridge no one 
spoke except to respond to Ike’s orders. Yossi gave a thumbs-up to 

Ike. The ship was no longer listing. 

Dr Cohen noticed the ship was upright when he stood up from 


examining one of the pregnant women and smiled in relief. 

There was a sudden sucking sound from beneath the hull. Ike 
called down for an increase of engine power. The sucking sound 
increased as if the sand was reluctant to let go. Then there was a final 
splurge-like sound and President Waifield lurched suddenly forward. 

Within an hour of grounding on the sandbank she was free. 

In the distance Ada Sereni and Yehuda Arazi were waving 
goodbye. Ike ordered Nlillman to steer a course. Ahead la\ Palestine. 


Reverend Grauel had worked late and his diary entry for 11 July 
1947 provides a vivid glimpse into life on board as the ship left Sete: 
AVe had reached the open sea; it was the first time that a ship of our 
size had succeeded in leaving that small harbour without a pilot. 
People began to run all over the deck like madmen, congratulating 
each other. As for me, I took the time to mumble a small prayer. \\ e 
were sailing! The spirit of these people was marx ellous to witness. 
The mere thought of reaching their beloved land seemed to make 


them withstand everything.’ 

Yosef Reich had a special reason to rejoice. Not only did he hax e 
a bunk outside on the top deck of the ship, from where he could en joy 
the salty freshness of the air, but, most wonderful of all, his older 
brother was also on board with his wife. 41iey all had only one 
thought in mind. 4'hey were going home. 
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Shortly after dawn, HMS Cheviot \w 2 i?> on a southeasterly course some 
20 miles ofTNarbonne at the mouth of the Canal du Midi, the long 
waterway which ran from the Bay of Biscay across France to the 
Mediterranean. Its captain. Commander J.V. Wilkinson, a war 
veteran and holder of the Distinguished Service Cross and the 
George Medal, had recently taken command of the ship, which was 
launched in the week the war in Europe ended. He had expected to 
be sent to the Far East, but had been posted to the Palestine Patrol 
instead and was not overly pleased. 

In the past week HMS Cheviot had sailed back and forth outside 
French territorial waters off Sete. At 6.30am her radar had picked up 
a large blip moving steadily across the Golfe du Lion. The radar 
officer went to the map room behind the bridge, where there were 
up-to-date photographs of the blockade-runner provided by the 
Admiralty. On the bridge Commander Wilkinson began to scan 
the sea. At 7am he went to the radio room and told the duty^ operator 
to signal HMS Childers that President Wmfield had been sighted. 

The sun was up when the first passengers appeared on deck. The sea 
was calm and empty and the French coast a blur. Over the 
loudspeakers Yossi made the first of his daily broadcasts. Zvi 
Tiroche’s recruits began to translate. 

Mordechai Rosemont, a leader of the Warsaw uprising, under¬ 
stood the need for Yossi’s reminder that everyone must show 
self-discipline and obedience when either he or one of the crew gave 
an order. Evelything had a reason. The huge number of people on 
board presented problems which could affect the ship’s stability if 
there was a sudden mass movement from one side to the other. 
Everyone had been given an assigned deck and must remain there. 
Discipline and organisation were essential. 

\\ hile \ ossi spoke, Z\3 moved among the translators, listening to 
see if his words were being correctly interpreted. Once he was 
satisfied they were understood, he mov^d on. 

Rosemont had taken up position by a group of youths. He asked 
them if they had understood the im})ortance of what they had heard. 
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When they nodded he said tliat Ibr him coming on l)oard ‘was like 
coming from hell to heaven. I gness we all feel a bit like that, standing 
here in the sun, breathing in the sea air. But we can only breathe it 
properly if you understand the s])iritual side of this voyage. 

The sun was high by the time the passengers had filled the decks 


and the crew had rigged awnings and side curtains as piotection 
against the sun. Many of the passengers still looked exhausted from 
lack of sleep. Several had fallen out of their bunks and spent the night 
curled up on the floor. No one had complained and se\'ei al had 

apologised for disturbing their neighbours. 

On the promenade deck Gertruda and Nlichael found a space 
near the railings. From below came the muffled roar of the turbines 
spinning the propeller and smoke billowed from the stack. 

Fira Neimark had marshalled her children to wait in line to enter 


the toilets, then wash their hands and faces ready to go to breakfast. 


One of the nurses had brought two of the three piegnant women 
tea, w^hile behind a screen Dr Cohen was examining the third. \\ hen 
he emerged he said she had started labour and soon he w ould rnox e 

her into the hospital. 

After making sure that breakfast preparations were under way. 
Reverend Grauel found a corner in the lee of the promenade deck 


to make his first entry of the day for 13 July: ‘The swell has cieated 
severe seasickness, along with heat, food and water problems. There 
is diarrhea, and sanitary facilities are overloaded. But complaints, 
overcrowding, difficult circumstances are not the focus for the refugees. 


They are going home. By now passengers and crew ha\e been 
welded into one big family. Several said ha\’ing me on boaid is an 
omen of good luck. Yossi told me that to have a minister as an eye 
witness to the world who was not a Jew was doubly im})Oitant. 

Even on deck the stench rose from below. For A\’iva Porat the 
smell, the two-plank width of the bunk, the queue to the toilets, 
standing in line to collect her food, the noise, the constant shaking of 
the boat: none of that mattered. Slie was 15 years old and a new life 


beckoned: soon she would be in 
year she had spent in the camp 


Palestine. Behind her would be the 
at Rosenheim, where thousands of 
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orphaned cliildren had been brought together. Avava had worked 
long, hard hours in the camp laundiy until that day she had been 
given her visa and a seat on one of the Jewish Brigade trucks for her 
journey to Sete. She remembered: ‘People who had come on board 
the ship as strangers became friends. This was a time to exchange 
stories, to get more and more excited at the thought we were coming 
closer to our homeland.’ 


In the radio shack Harold Leidner had managed to pick up news 
from the BBC short-wav^e transmission, which Zvi Tiroche had read 
over the loudspeakers and the translators converted into half a dozen 
languages. By the end of the day he had also created a single-sheet 
newspaper for passengers to hand round and had faced his hrst 
problem as well. Ultra-Orthodoxjews wanted assurance there would 
be no cooking on the Sabbath and Z\'i had explained why that was 
not possible, given the number of passengers who would need to eat. 


Another problem came when the religious Jews asked to be allotted 
separate places to worship. It had finally taken Yossi to resolve the 
issue. He asked the group if they had a separate God; they looked at 
him in astonishment and the issue was not raised again. Yet on the 
whole the passengers lix ed happily together and there was little or 


no friction. 

Yossi had assigned 


some of the passengers duties: toilet cleaning. 


collecting 1 efuse m bags and tipping them ov er the side, serv ing 
and clearing away after meals. I o keep them occupied in between, 
there were classes in Hebrew for all ages and lectures. Yossi gav e a 
lecture on the geography and history of Palestine and its climate. 


vegetation and wildlife. Ike gave a talk about the Haganah. Nat 

Nadlei spoke about life in New \ ork. Rev erend Grauel gavT a 

discourse on the power of faith. Mothers with older children helped 

those with babies and one ol the staterooms served as a nursery 
during the day. 


Zvi had set up an office on the promenade deck. From there he 
|)repared the daily schedules Ibr using the few bathrooms the ship 
had, dealing with children who couldn’t find their wav back to their 
lamil) and maintaining food supplies. In between he broadcast news 
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of tlic ship’s procuress. There was, it seemed to liini, never a moment 

to relax. Hut he had never felt so exliilarated. 

He circulated notices giving the time ol community singing or 
pageants that passengers were putting on. Some ol the crew had 
brought on board musical instruments, which they played after a 
meal. There was also an art class held on the forcdeck where one of 
the passengers, a teacher everyone called Nathan, encouiaged pas¬ 
sengers to sketch each other using the papci and pencils he had 
brought on board. Yossi was asked to judge the best draw ing, w hich 

was then pinned up. 

On the bridge, helmsman Bill Millman held the ship’s wTeel 
firmly and lookouts swept the empty horizon. Nothing disturbed the 
sea but the water rushing past the hull. President \\aijield was 
averaging 15 knots and Ike expected to be close to the Palestine 

coast ahead of schedule. 

In the gathering dusk Dr Cohen told Johann Goldman and 
Freddie Kronenberg to stretcher his patient in labour into the 
hospital area. Abe Lippschitz was monitoring a man with heart 
failure. Simone Smeckler, the only trained nurse on board, was 
halving lemons and handing them to passengers suffering 

with seasickness. 

There w^as another problem that concerned Dr Cohen: ‘No 
matter how often they were cleaned, the latrines were far from 
being hygienic. And there were queues all the time, a recipe lor 
disease to spread. There was only a litre ol fresh watei pei peison 
every day. That could create dehydration and all sorts of problems. 
The stink was awful all the time. Though I had bought whate\ er 
medicine I could get in Sete, there was a shortage. 11 there was an 
outbreak of anything serious, food poisoning or diarrhoea, it could 

create a real crisis.’ 

In the radio shack, Enava Barak suddenly smiled. Alter hours ol 
tuning he had finally located the Haganah radio frequency to link 
him to the house on Hayarkon Street on 1 el A\ i\’s sealront. His call 
was answered by a i)rofessor from the Helirew University of 
Jerusalem. Since President Warfield Sete, there had still been no 
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response to Ike’s question: what name had Dav id Ben-Gurion chosen 
for the ship? The American crew had proposed Roosevelt. Ike and 
Yossi had reminded them the sliip must carry' a Hebrew name and 
had suggested Ha-Meri ha^Evri, meaning ‘Hebrew Resistance’. Ike 
had asked Barak to contact Haganah’s secret radio and now he had 
his response: ‘Your name will be Haganah Ship Exodus 1947.' 

Yossi Harel used the loudspeaker system to announce the name. 
Many immigrants wept openly at its biblical connotation. That 
ev ening Ike and Yossi laid out a board on the deck of the bridge and 
on it Bill Millman painted the ship’s new name. 

As the days passed, so the longing for the journey to end 
heightened. Mordechai Rosemont recalled: ‘Ev eiwone was with his 
own fate, thinking the same. W ill we succeed? All the rest was 
bearable: the food, the water rationed, the procedure of standing in 
line for a time to go to the toilet, the putrid air below deck. \\T all 
laughed at this. It was paradise compared to Auschwitz or any other 
camp. So we were not gloomy but excited. We were going home. 
People said it all the time. W e are going home.' 


Chapter 15 

Dark Side of the Moon 


S ince sailing from Malta on the morning of 14 July, Lieutenant 
Commander Bailey had spent his time on HMS Childers studying 
the incoming reports from the other ships he had positioned. H^IS 
Cardigan Bay was patrolling off the Eg>q3tian coast in case President 
Waifield \A?inntd to enter the shallow water of the Nile Delta, where 
she could unload her passengers so they could travel overland to 
Palestine. HMS Chequers had been stationed off the Palestine coast 
south of Tel Aviv. HMS Ajax, with Sir John Cunningham on board, 
was stationed to stop the blockade-runner making a dash for the 
beaches of northern Palestine. HMS Charity would remain on the 
port side of HMS Childers, both with their boarding platform in place. 
HMS Cheviot remain on station. Once President W aijield 


been sighted, HMS Chiejtain would take up position on hei stem, 
ready to block any attempt by passengers or crew to launch life rafts. 

Earlier that day Bailey had had breakfast with the First Sea Lord 
in his day cabin on LIMS Ajax in Valetta harbour, re\'iewing the plan. 
Sir John had ordered the task force to remain out of sight while 
President Warfield off the European coast. The RAF would main¬ 
tain aerial surveillance. Nothing should raise suspicion of the 


impending interception. 

The details were in a file including aerial photographs and those 
taken at Port-de-Bouc by the two MIG officers, together with 
Admiralty blueprints of the ship’s interior after it had been converted 
for its role on D-Day. Stewart Menzies had prox ided reports from his 
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agents in Palestine and across Europe that the ship had become a 
subject of intense discussion. From New York Stephenson had sent 
details of fund-raising drives to buy more ships if President Warfield 
broke through the blockade. 

Sir John had given Bailey his view of why the Haganah and its 
political leaders were poised to exploit the voyage. Though Britain 
had almost 100,000 troops in Palestine, they were trying to block 
illegal immigration while coping with Jewish terrorism. There was 
also the global sympathy for the Holocaust surv ivors and the support 
of the Truman administration, mobilised byjewish lobbyists and the 
world press. Like Bailey’s own crew, many of the Mandate’s forces 
were young and working in an atmosphere of constant danger and 
growing tension. Sir John concluded by saying that President Warfield 
was no ordinary blockade-runner and if its mission was a success it 
could lead to the Jews getting their state. Bailey was told all those 
considerations must be kept in his mind when action began. 

On board HMS Chanty Lieutenant Roger Pearce watched his 
team practise. They stood on the platform, crouching as if ready to 
jump, weapons at the ready, gas masks cov'ering their faces and sweat 
running down their cheeks from the boiling sun. 

Pearce had told them that the actual boarding would take place at 
night and to create confusion they would board President Warfield ihrct 
at a time, to give the appearance of an endless rush of a formidable 
force. Pearce s target would be the ship’s wheelhouse. The other 
boarding team, from HMS Childers^ would capture the engine room. 
Pearce had warned his team that they should expect to meet heavy 
resistance and sustain casualties. They should limit their own 
response ‘to only what is essential’. 

Geoir Glover was a sick bay attendant (SBA), equal to a highly 
qualified paramedic in civ ilian life. After being trained at the Royal 
Navy teaching hospital in Portsmouth, he had joined HMS 
Fonnidable, an aircraft carrier, on its way to the Far East. However, 
leaching Malta, Glover had been reassigned to the Palestine Patrol, 
working on its ships as they sto])ped blockade-runners. His job was 
to boaid each boat and oiler what medical help was needed. Instead, 
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‘I received abuse and often outright hatred, d’here was a feeling 
among the passengers that the Mandate was no longer capable of 
properly governing and this was reflected in their mounting 

expectations of the Jews.’ 

Glover was glad to escape the hostility by going on shore leave to 
his favourite haunt, Beirut. He returned from there in mid^July to 
be told that he was to join the boarding parties for President Warfield 
as their SBA. When he learned the number of illegal immigrants the 
ship was carrying he blinked. He had never had to treat so many 
potential cases; suddenly he felt apprehensive. He was told that, while 
he would wear the regular medical uniform of blue trousers and 
white top, he must replace his spectacles with protective hospital 
goggles and wear a tin helmet. He should fill his backpack with suf¬ 
ficient equipment to deal with knife wounds, smashed teeth and 
bullet wounds. He had been told his duties as a medic provided no 
guarantee he would not be attacked, as some of the ship s crew would 
be armed. ‘Not armed to the teeth, but armed.’ 

Lawrence Carey was a radar operator on HMS Ajax. Shortly 
before the cruiser set sail from Malta, a powerful water cannon w as 
hoisted on board. The 19-year-old operator was puzzled, since the 
ship was already equipped with the latest fire-fighting equipment. 

Already the presence on board of the First Sea Loid and the coded 
signals which had come and gone from the radio room to the Admii alty 
in London had fuelled mounting speculation. The coupling ol tlie w ater 
cannon to a hydrant on deck and a test firing of its powerful jet of water 
over the sea had done nothing to quell the rumour circulating in the 
seamen’s mess hall that they were going to the Pacific. Carey w as one 
of the few on board wTo knew better. Before leav ing Malta the ship’s 
radar officer had briefed his operators that HMS Ajax was going to 
‘strike a powerful blow against illegal immigration by stopping President 

Warfield diwd impounding its passengers’. 

At noon on 17 July, his second day at sea, Carey spotted a blip on 
his radar screen. It was some 125 miles south ofCiete and tiavelhng 
at an estimated speed of 10.2 knots. The position o[President Warfield 
w^as immediately sent to the first Sea Lord. 
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Shortly afterwards the radar operator on HMS Cardigan Bay 
confirmed the position. He was coming to the end of the ship’s patrol 
from Haifa along the Palestine coast when his ship had been told to 
join the task force. 

Until the sighting of President Waijield there had been nothing to 
relieve his boredom. Now he noticed that the blip on his radar screen 
had slowed. Minutes later came a confirmed sighting from HMS 
Cheviot. Shortly afterwards a signal arrived from the First Sea Lord to 
each captain in the task force: ‘Intelligence informs that failure to 
stop this immigrant ship from landing on Palestine shore will almost 
certainly lead to very serious disorders in the Tel Aviv area. The risk 
to your men or damage to your ships must not deflect you from 
stopping her.’ 


After breakfast on 17 July, Ike held another of his by now regular 
meetings at the back of the bridge with Yossi Harel, Frank Stanezak, 


Dr Cohen and the Reverend Grauel to hear their ov ernight reports. 

The ship’s chief engineer said that while the engine room continued 
to run smoothly, the gauge on the drinking-water tanks indicated that 
there would soon be a need for rationing and recommended that 
water should only be av'ailable at mealtimes in bottles and handed 
out in an emergency at other times. Ike agreed. Dr Cohen reported 
his pregnant passenger had only a few' more hours to go before she 
gave birth. But there had been a growing number of seasickness cases 


and he wanted an increase in the teams cleaning the latrines. Ike 
agreed. Rev erend Grauel said that sev eral Ultra-Orthodox Jews 

)ad^er him to prepare food before the Sabbath so there 
would be no cooking on that day. He had explained to them that the 
galley did not hav e stillicient relfigeration facilities to ensure the food 
did not spoil in the heat. Dr Cohen said the last thing he wanted was 
an outbreak ol food j^oisoning. Ike asked ^Yssi to make it clear for 
the last time that ‘Demands like those are ofl the table.’ 

\ ossi had raised another com])laint from several passengers. They 
f elt that the ship was going too slowly and, as there was no sign of the 
Royal Navy, that it should go faster. 
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Ike sitijliccl. Bclorc tlic nicclini^ he hiicl ^one lo the iciclio shcick to 
listen to the BBC morning news sliort-wave broadcast. I here was 
no mention of President Waifield or, for once, Palestine. But he was 
only partly reassured. Instinct told him that British intelligence would 
not allow the ship to escape so easily, let alone Foreign Secretary 

Ernest Bevin. 


While the others watched, Ike s])read out one ol the few na\igation 
maps on board and began to point to various areas of the sea. 
‘Somewhere out there beyond the horizon the Royal Na\y will be 
waiting. They have their radar. We have nothing like that. All we 
have is our speed.’ He then reminded them that even with their 
unprecedented number of passengers the ship could still achieve a 
maximum speed of 18 knots. It was possible that the Palestine Patiol 
had not allowed for that. To encourage them in their ignorance, he 
had set their speed to 10 knots. Once more Ike swept his hand over 
the map, a confidence in his quiet voice. Here was the Egyptian coast. 
There were the beaches of Palestine. This was where they now were. 

The others began to nod. Ike indicated another point on the map. 
His finger was close to the edge of Palestine’s territorial waters. It was 
where he would start his dash for the beaches. Even if the Palestine 
Patrol had by then spotted them, it would be too late to stop the ship. 

Stanezak, a devout Catholic Pole, hugged \ ossi and said that even 
in his prayers to the Blessed V^irgin NIai'y' he cotild not have devised 


a better strategy. 

The warmth of high summer had helped the passengers settle. 
Only Ike’s instinct warned him that the blue sky and placid sea could 
be precursors of trouble. It came late in the morning, w hen an IT\f 
surveillance plane flew over the horizon. Everyone on deck stared 
up as the aircraft began to circle, keeping a distance, before suddenly 
flying directly ov'cr the shij). Then, just as suddenly as it had 

appeared, it banked away and was gone. 

Ike knew it was checking their course and speed. He also knew 
now that any ho])e the voyage would be peacelul had vanished, from 
the crowded decks below came murmurs of unease. He grabbed the 
public address loudspeaker: ‘Other planes may come and behind 
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them even ships. But the eyes of the world will be upon our ship. Not 
e\ en the Royal Navy will dare attack us. So please continue to relax. 
Iwerything is under control to bring you all safely home.’ 

Returning from lunch, Dr Cohen realised he had a medical 
emergency on his hands and little equipment to deal with it. The 
obstetrics kit packed back in Baltimore would not be sufficient to 
cope with the breech birth he now faced. He needed an anaesthetic 
machine, clamps, forceps and a range of other equipment. The baby 
was premature and would require a Caesarean section. 

Dr Cohen had tried turning the baby, manipulating it through the 
mother’s abdomen, knowing the risk of complications were high. By 
late afternoon, the mother’s breathing had grown more desperate 
and exhausted between contractions. Dr Cohen continued to en¬ 
courage her to push. Suddenly the baby emerged in a flow of blood, 
bottom first and legs flexed at the hip and knees near the ears. The 
infant was cleaned and wrapped in a towel; the mother died shortly 

afterwards of a haemorrhage. Dr Cohen went to the bridge to report 
what had happened. 

Ike and \ ossi agreed there was no place to store the body until 
they arriv'ed in Palestine. The only solution was to burv' the mother 
at sea. Yossi explained ov’er the loudspeaker what had happened and 

asked for a v^olunteer to nurse the baby until they landed. Helena 
Lev i said she would. 


A Polish family came forward to prepare the corpse and cover it 
in a shroud. In mid-afternoon Ike rang down to the engine room for 

frank Stanczak to stop the engines. President began to gently 

rock in the swell. 

foul of the crew - Cyril Weinstein, Roger Role, Ben Foreman 
and Murray Aronofl - carried the shroud, weighted with links of 
chain, dov\n to the crowded main deck, which was completely silent, 
like all the other decks. Miriam stood beside Helena, who was 
ciadling the lU'wborn infant in her arms. As the burial party 
apj)roached the guardrail, Johann Goldman and Bill Bernstein 
positioned a plank on the rail. I he four pallbearers placed the shroud 
on the plank and Ike and Yossi stood on either side. 
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1 he silence was broken i)y the strong, clear voice of a rabbi beginning 
to say Kaddish. The words were taken up on other decks so that in 
moments over 4,000 voices murmured the j^rayer. Ike looked at \ ossi 
and nodded. Both men stepped back a j^acc. In one smooth movement 
the pallbearers tilted the plank and the body slid into the sea. 

The only sound was the weeping of women trying to comfort the 
husband of the dead woman. Over the public address system Yossi 
said, ‘When our ancestors left Egy]3t they buried their dead where 
they were before continuing on their way to their Promised Land. W e 
shall do the same now.’ In the silence that followed, Ike walked back 
to the bridge and rang down for Frank Stanezak to start the engines. 

The funeral cast a shadow over the passengers and some of the 
more deeply religious wondered if they should sit shivah. One or two 
of the older men produced pairs of small square black boxes, tefilhn 
or phylacteries, each box containing parchment inscribed with 
prayers. They bound them with leather thongs round their head and 
left arm while they prayed for the mother. After the evening meal, 
passengers stood on deck and sang traditional Jewish songs and 
Reverend Grauel walked among them, offering words of consolation. 

That night he wrote in his diary: ‘I was told by one of the passengers 
that the mother was not in a condition to travel by sea. But she insisted 
on going. The pull of Eretz Tisrael was too strong to resist.’ 


On board HMS Childers, Lieutenant Commander Bailey and 
Lieutenant Robert MaePherson, the ship’s boarding officer, sat around 
the wardroom table for dinner. Outside the open portholes a moonless 
night enhanced the lights from HMS Charity, two cable lengths away. 
The conversation focused on whether sea conditions would allow a 


safe boarding on President Waajielct, one slip and a man could drown oi 
be crushed between the destroyer and the blockade-runner. Bailey had 
stressed to MaePherson that his prime consideration shotild be that 
once the attack w^as launched it must be over quickly so as to allow no 
time for the shi] 3 ’s crew or passengers to retaliate. 

Bailey told him that the role he had been asked to perform was 
‘nevertheless painful and filled with unacceptable implications'. 
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1 he First Sea Lord reminded him that President Waifield could not 
be fired on. One shot might sink the ship or cause heavy casualties. 
The result would be worldwide condemnation and v’ery probably 
legal proceedings, which would hav'e unprecedented results for all 
those involved. 

Bailey was interruj)ted by a message from the radar room. President 
VVatfield held been sighted 15 miles to the south of HMS Childers. 

Bailey led his officers to the plot room to prepare a new course and 
to signal the task force to tell them what was going to happen. On the 
table were images from the morning’s surv eillance by the KAF plane. 


After the evening meal, Ike left the bridge after instructing Millman 
to maintain his course and speed while he continued his captain’s 
rounds. He knew his presence would reassure the passengers and lift 
their spirits after the funeral. It would also gwe him an opportunity 
to check the ship’s preparations. 

Ike s first visit was to the hospital. The area was more crowded 
than the last time. There were passengers being seasick, children 
crying, old men groaning, women who still managed a smile. Ike 
could only admire the way Dr Cohen and his nurses coped w ith the 
steady flow of patients. He had a word for them all before he moved 
on down into the ship. 

While the day had passed without another aircraft ov'erflying or 
sight of another ship, Ike knew that the hours of darkness would be 
the dangerous time, and he had posted extra lookouts on the bridge 
and the decks. He had already walked around the decks to make sure 
that the ship was properly darkened, with no chink of light betraying 
their presence, and that the lifeboats and life rafts were prepared for 
launching (each rah was equipped with paddles, a keg of'water and 
a watertight tin of jnovisions). Ike checked nothing had been 
remoxed since the last inspection. 

He had given instructions against unnecessarv noise on deck after 
dark. He knew' this would irritate those passengers who liked to stay 
on deck and enjoy the night air after their meal. But following the 
morning’s aerial reconnaissance flight thev should give their 
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pursuers <is litllc help cis j)()ssil)lej voiec's cilwuys c<uiiecl further a.t 
nit^ht cincl he sus])ectecl llie l^ulesline Ptilrol would luive the l3.test 

listening devices. 

Below, Ike met the ])atrolling seamen in the gangways. He knew 
all of them by name: the American volunteers and the young men of 
the Haganah’s naval unit, the Palyam. He liked the way they hid 
their own tension behind polite smiles and an assuiance there were 
no problems. On his stoj) at the galley he reminded Reverend Grand 
to make sure all the crew on duty had regular mugs of coffee. 
Nothing was omitted from the checklist in Ike’s mind. 

Yossi had already selected several passengers to lead groups of 
young and physically fit v^olunteers. They included Noah Klieger, 
Zvi Tiroche and Mordechai Rosemont - men he had decided 
would stay calm under attack and show the kind of leadership 
that would inspire confidence in the others. Each had been asked 
to select his own group from the passengers to form the ship’s 

defence force. 

None of the groups w^ould be armed with gams - there were none 
on board - but they w ould have heaps of potatoes to throw, together 
with tins of food, and hosepipes attached to steam and oil outlets 
from the engine room to spray the boarders. For Ike, df nothing else 
their fighting spirit would make it all that much harder to capture 

the ship.’ 

If that happened, Ike knew^ that he and key members of his crew 
could expect rough handling from the boarders. The crews of other 
blockade-runners had suffered similar treatment. 

By nightfall Ike was back on the bridge, where he had left Yossi in 
command. Completely dark apart from its nax igation lights. President 
Warfield moved through the sea. Red-eyed from lack of sleep, Ike 
finally went to his cabin to rest. 

Yossi told Ylillman to increase thc'ir speed to lb knots. I ht ship 
began to roll slowly in the swell and the engine began to pound a 
little louder. Mist drifted over the water. From a deck came the x oice 
of Mordechai Rosemont telling his 120 youngsters that he wanted 
them to place sacks of potatoes and tinned food close to the 
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hosepipes. Noah Klieger and Zvi Tiroche were conducting similar 
deployments on other decks. 

Standing beside Millman, Bill Bernstein, the first mate, sipped his 
cofi'ee and continued to explain why he had abandoned his career as 
a lecturer at Annapolis Naval Academy and volunteered to join 
Aliyah Bet and go back to sea. Millman recalled later how Bernstein 
had grinned and said he had to do so because he needed more action 
after the Second World War. Then he startled the helmsman by 
adding that he felt he was going to see it that night and would die 
happy. Millman had told Bernstein, ‘You are nuts! Drink some more 
coffee!’ 


On board HMS Charity Lieutenant Roger Pearce stood with his 
boarding party in the lee of the bridge, staring out to sea. In the 
distance the bow wa\^e of HMS Childers ruffled the water. About half 
a mile ahead was the wake of President W arfield, no more than a vague 
shape in the darkness. Either side of where he stood, Pearce saw the 
two sailors standing behind powerful searchlights, the 21-inch lens 
forward and the 10-inch aft. 


Above Pearce, protruding from the bridge, was the boarding 
platform. He had told the team they could remain at ease for a while 
but should make sure their protective equipment was in place: a long 
baton, a reinforced leather box to protect their genitalia, an elbow 
protector and a tin helmet fitted with a thick cloth to protect against 
a blow to the back of the neck. Thev should use their rifles and sub- 
machine guns and tear-gas grenades once on board only to ward off 


attacks. He had a rev oK er and would give the order if they had to 
fire. He reminded them that a large number of the passengers would 
be women and children and though thev would undoubtedlv resist, 
as immigrants on prex ious blockade-runners had done, tear gas 
should be suflicient to stop them. To simulate gunfire boarders would 
use the C!hinese jumping firecrackers they had been given. 

Lieutenant Pearce concluded that he expected the capture of President 
W arfield to be a swift aff air. 
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On his last visit to Dr Cohen in his hospital that night the Reverend 
Grauel had learned that the suj^ply ol'lemons to treat the growing 
number of seasickness cases was running low. He brought the 
teenagers to the galley and gave them each a cup ol collee. 1 heir 
story would finally be told by Yoram Kaniuk, the distinguished 
biographer ol Yossi Hard. But there was a romance on the ship 

which has remained untold until now. 

In those first days at sea Reverend Grauel had taken kira and 
her children under his wing, making sure they had enough to drink, 
that they had a good place on deck to listen to the nightly concerts 
given by musicians among the passengers and crew, or see the folk 
dancers spinning across the deck. By day Reverend Grauel had 
stood beside Fira as she proudly watched her children, joining in 
the singing or sitting on the deck learning Hebrew. He would often 
find time to be with Fira, teaching her English. For the teenager, 
‘He was just wonderful. Always ready to help. He brought the 
children water. He didn’t leave me for one minute. I felt 
comfortable with him.’ 

Fira was not only young, but attractive. With her smile and the way 
she walked, she caught the eye of more than one of the young men on 
board. She was polite to all of them but she made it clear the children 
were her life. The men would try and sit near her at mealtimes, telling 
her of their plans once they reached Palestine, and she would smile 
and listen while they brought food for the children to the table. 

To Reverend Grauel it was ‘kind of first-date flirting ... all 


innocent and going nowhere’. 

Then one day she became aware of Efraim. ‘Suddenly he was 
standing there. He was beautiful and tall with red hair. He had 
everything a girl could want. 1 knew then he had found me and I 
him. It was love at first sight. Me in my dress and he in his thiee- 
piece suit. Fhe children knew right away that somtthing was 
happening. Everything was beautiful. \Vc just looked at each other. 
There w as no need to say anything. We just knew this was lox e.' 
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For two hours President IVa^eld, now bearing the name Haganah Ship 
Exodus 1947 on a board hung over the side, forged steadily ahead in 
all-enveloping darkness. It was a few minutes before midnight. 
Suddenly the ship was bathed in powerful blinding white lights, 
which began to play slowly back and forth from bow to stern. 

To starboard, the magnified voice of Lieutenant Commander 
Bailey demanded to know, ‘What is your course. President WarjielcP' 

Woken by the lights and now terrified by the cold disembodied 
voice, passengers screamed and wept as they climbed to the decks. 
Dazzled by the lights, they then stumbled back below. 

Ike returned to the bridge, shielding his eyes with one hand. Once 
more the clipped English voice insisted, ‘Captain, will you tell me, 
what is your course?’ 

Ike grabbed the loudspeaker: ‘This is the captain of Haganah Ship 
Exodus 19477 

On board HMS Childers, Lieutenant Commander Bailey gave his 
first order: ‘Captain, you will now alter your course and follow 
behind me.’ 


Ike did not hesitate: ‘We will stav on our course.’ 

/ 

Both searchlights switched off and the warships vanished into the 
night as swiftly as they had appeared. 


Ike held the loudspeaker and delivered his orders calmly. 
Passengers who had specific orders to defend the ship should remain 
or go to their posts. Everyone else must return or remain below deck 
in their bunks to better cope with the seasickness, as he had just 
ordered an increase in speed that would get them much faster to 
Palestine. From below deck came the first sound of cheering. 


for Dr Cohen: ‘Ike had once more shown brilliant leadership in 
calming the passengers. But ha\ing failed to scare us, the navy would 
be back. I sensed there would now be a battle.’ While his volunteers 
would l)e lielplul, he would reiilly depend on pharmacist Abe Lippschitz 
and Simone Smeckler. Between them, they would be responsible for 
triage, separating the slightly injured from those who had more severe 
wounds. Flow many there would be he could onlv guess. W ould he 
ha\e sulhcient surgical equipment, medicines and bandages? 
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In the radio sliack Enava Barak liad complied his transmissions 
to the seafront house in 1 el y\\a\’, detailing vvliat had haj^]^ened. A 
voice in his head]:)hones said that Kol Yisrael, the Voice of Israel, 
was now broadcasting on 45 metres long-wave and asking if there 
was a passenger on board able to describe to the world in fluent 

English what had hapj^ened. 

Harold Eeidner returned with Reverend Grand and sat him 
before a microphone. In his powerful preacher s voice, the \Iethodist 
minister announced: ‘This is Reverend John Cji auel, a member of 
the American Christian Committee for Palestine, broadcasting to 
you from the Haganah Ship Exodus 1947. We are heading for Palestine. 
We have recently buried at sea an expectant mother, but her baby 
is alive and well. All of those on board this ship only wish to enter 
their homeland and are peace-loving people. But we have already 
been threatened by British warships and we can expect even worse. 
We ask all of you listening to support and pray for us. Stay tuned to 

this wavelength as I bring you further reports.’ 

He sat before the microphone scribbling furiously in his diary, 

which he now^ carried evei'y'where with him. 

‘On the upper deck a group of boys and girls stand, betw een the 
ages of about 13 and 16, their chins thrust forvvaid defiantly, one fist 
clenched, the other holding a potato. They are prepared to defend 
themseRes with the only weapons they hav’e. I was bom and nuitrued 
with the precious milk of freedom. These youngsters are momentarily 
bathed in the aura of Concord and Lexington and all the words 1 
hav e ever read about the birth of America and her fight for f reedom. 

I now’ know that aboard this shij) I am watching the liirth of a nation. 
He switched on the microphone and continued to speak. 

On the promenade deck Aviva Porat sat beside a pWc of tins, her 
weajxjns, and stared out to sea, filled w ith a sense of adventure and 
mounting excitement that Mordechai Rosemont had included her 
as a member of his battle grou]). She knew she w ould not let him 

down; she could throw as well as any boy. 

Down in the hold where Cjertruda and Nlichael WtUlrd in thru 
bunks, along with hundreds of others, the sound of the sea was louder 
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as Exodus increased speed. In the engine room Nat Nadler had been 
told that if an attack was launched, he should go to the main deck 
and use one of the oil pipes to make its surface slippery, while other 
crewmen were to direct jets of steam on to the boarders. 

HMS Cheviof s searchlights had given Lieutenant Pearce his first close 
look at President IVaife/d. Her size, superstructure and hull covered in 
wire indicated the problems his boarders would face. The jump from 
the platform even in a slight swell would be tricky; he estimated it 
would be a 15-foot drop to the ship’s deck. Though they had trained 
for that, it could result in injury. He had also glimpsed something 
even more worrying: on the decks figures crouched beside what 
looked like piles of what could be some sort of ammunition. 

The cool-headed young officer had seen enough to realise. This 
could be a far tougher job than I had anticipated.’ 


Zv'i Tiroche had finally managed to snatch a cat-nap after another 
long day spent organising the passengers. When the searchlights 
illuminated the ship he stumbled out of his small office and went to 
his young volunteers. He told them to hav'e their potatoes and tins 
ready to hand to throw" if boarders arriv ed. 

Further along the deck Noah Klieger was organising his group to 
lay out hosepipes in the w ay he had seen hremen do. Each hose was 
linked to either an oil tank or a steam \"ent in the engine room. It 
was now lam on 18July 1947. 


On board HMS Ajax, Lawrence Carey watched the blips on his 

screen showing the task force cruising to the south of the blip of 
Exodus. 

On the bridge. Sir John Cunningham had ordered the radio room 
to tiy and contact her. I he cruiser’s nav igation ofhcer had calculated 
that tlu weathei conditions could delay the blockade-runner and 
leave her short of food and water. Fhe ship’s radio olficer would 
ladio that Exodus could have su])plies on the understanding that she 
made no further attempt to enter Palestine waters. HMS Ajax would 
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send a team over to l)ring across the supj)lies. For Carey: ‘Once on 
hoard the sailors could take over the ship and bring it to CAprus.’ 

The radio olhcer called Exodus. There was no response. Sir John 
ordered the next move. 


During the night Yossi made another round of the ship, while Ike 
maintained his course, making sure ‘1 still had a couple of knots in 
hand.’ He had asked a number of American volunteers who had 
signed on in Baltimore to string barbed wire around the bridge. He 
was cominced that any attack would focus on the control centre of 
the ship. During the brief moments the two warships had swept past 
he had glimpsed the platforms built out from their bridges. He was 
still trying to figure out how they would be used when Dr Cohen 
arrived with the news he had just delivered another baby, a boy. 


Out of the night HMS Ajax bore down on Exodus. A \'oice in German 
filled the darkness: ‘You are suspected of going to Palestine with 
illegal immigrants. If you enter Palestine territorial waters, we will 
have to board and arrest you. Please do not resist. We have superior 
forces here and in Palestine. If it becomes necessar\' to board you, we 
will use force.’ 

The message had been drafted by Sir John Cunningham. 

Ike switched on the bridge microphone and replied, 'Speak 
English! We are not the Graf ySpee\^ 

As the cruiser disappeared into the night, Ike and Yossi Hard ga\'e 
a stifT-arm salute of the Royal Navy and Ike said, ‘That’s three 
warshi])s so far. How many more do they have?’ 


In the Haganah seafront house in Tel Aviv, Moshe Bar-Gilad had 
ordered Reverend Grauel’s broadcast to be turned into Hebrew 
handbills. Within hours, youths had started to post them all over 
the city, while other members of the organisation drov e to do the 
same in Jerusalem and Haifa, ddie handbills called for Jews to 
resist any attempt to stop Exodus landing its passengers. People 
should close their shops, restaurants and factories not only to 


240 


Operation Exodus 


protest against the Mandate, but to rally the whole world to 
support the ship. 

In High Commissioner Sir Alan Cunningham’s residence on the 
Hill of the Council of Evil in Jerusalem, the night duty officer in 
the mansion’s communications room was telephoned by his 
counterpart at Navy Headcjuarters in Haifa and told that Exodus was 
making all speed towards Palestine. The duty officer dialled Sir 
Alan’s bedroom extension and was instructed to inform General Sir 
Gordon McMillan, commander of British troops in Palestine. Soon 
the first tanks and troop carriers would be heard rumbling through 
the streets of Haifa. 

In his home on Keren Kayemet Street in Tel Aviv, Da\id Ben- 
Gurion sat in his pyjamas beside a wireless in his study, the dial set 


for the next broadcast on the Kol Yisrael wavelength. 

Chaim Weizmann had been awakened by a phone call at his 
home in Rehovot to tell him that Exodus had ‘broken through the 
blockade’. 

He turned to Vera to discuss what would be the best move he 
could make. Although Weizmann had continued to try and 
persuade his contacts in England and Europe that their govern¬ 
ments must understand the foundation of the State of Israel required 
a solution to the immigration problem, the response had been 
lukewarm. Would Exodus change matters? He began to call his 
contacts across the world. 

It was, Vera reminded him, ‘the night of the dark side of the 
moon’. 


In the early hours on 18 July, Ike ordered an increase in speed to 18 
kn ots, driving Exoduses Ibur-cylinder reciprocating engine to ma.x- 
imum output. The log recorder, which kept track of her mileage, 
show ed the ship was now 17 miles from the Egyptian coast. 

Soon Bill Millman would execute Ike’s order to turn north to the 
landing beach. Ike knew that, with her fiat bottom. Exodus could not 
be followed by any warship o\^er that last half-mile, because the water 
would be too shallow. While drK ing the ship ashore would efiecth elv 
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wreck her, it was a small price to ])ay 


for bringing home some 4,500 


immigrants. 

In the past hour Ike and Yossi had conducted yet another tour of 
the ship to check its defences and reassure those who manned them 
they were sufiicient to keep at bay any attempt to board. In the 
galley. Reverend Grauel’s cooks had boiled water to pour over 
boarders and Frank Stanezak had distributed sj)are engine spanners 
and hammers to arm deckhands. Dr Cohen had discharged all his 
patients and ordered his team to pre])are to cope with the new ones. 


On board HMS Childers, Lieutenant Commander Bailey stood on 
the destroyer’s bridge, watching the boarding party on the platform 
a few feet away. It was even harder to see their faces through the gas 
masks. Each man in his white jersey was armed with a sub-machine 
gun, a carbine, a steel-tipped truncheon or a fireman’s axe. Several 
also carried tear-gas grenades or Chinese firecrackers. Two of the 
marines had battering rams. Each man wore a steel helmet. In 
addition. Lieutenant MaePherson had a Very pistol tucked in his 
waist belt with which to signal. Beside him stood a radioman with 

his transmitter/receiver pack on his back. 

On HMS Charity Lieutenant Pearce lined up his men to stand on 

the platform. 


Chapter 16 

The Attack 


T hroughout the night coded signals in Hebrew had passed between 
Exodus's radio shack and Haganah’s headquarters. To further 
confuse the task-force radio operators — none of whom could speak 
the language — Saul Avigur (code-named Ben Yehudah) had given 
Ike and Yossi a copy each of the code book he had devised before 
they left Sete. France was Neter; Exodus was Ha-Kli; Tel Aviv was 
Zelig; Palestine was Artzi. Ike was Arnon and Yossi was Ammon. 
Cyprus was identihed as Rice. Finally any message to or from Ami 
came from Da\'id Ben-Gurion. 

Each signal was decoded by' Ena\'a Barak and brought by him to 
the bridge. The hrst had been a request from Matityabu — a code- 
name for Moshe Bar-Gilad - to inform him of the estimated time of 
arrival off Bat-Yam, the designated landing beach south of Tel Aviv. 
Ike had responded he hoped to reach the area before dawn. 

Back came the immediate order: Tf unsuccessful make for Zelig as 
discussed.’ 

At a meeting in Sete, Yehuda Arazi, code-named Hofshi, and Ada 
Sereni, Ur, had unfolded a back-up plan for Exodus to sail some six 
miles oll-shore in shallow water towards Tel Av iv. With the town in 
sight, the shij) would make a dash for the beach close to Xordau 
Street, where the Haganah would have waiting a large force of 
lighters, su|)ported by the j^opulation, to engage Mandate troops in 
any attem|)t to stop the immigrants coming ashore. Meanwhile, 
lighters who had gone to Bat-\ am would be taken bv bus to reinforce 
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those at Norclau Street. By then the lifeboats and rafts would have 
been readied to carry the passengers and, once the shij:) had run 
aground, strong swimmers among the crew would jump ovx'rboard 
and, carrying ropes, swim ashore and l)cgin })ulling the lifeboats and 
rafts on to the beach. Buses would be waiting to take them to the 
settlements. The operation would be repeated until all the im¬ 
migrants were off the ship. 

There was an element of daring-do about the plan which appealed 
to Yossi, reminding him of his times working with Orde Wingate. 
But Ike was more cautious. The Nordau Street beach was smaller 
and it would not be possible to spirit away some 4,500 refugees from 
Tel Aviv before Mandate forces blocked all the exit roads. Sensing 
Ike’s hesitation, Arazi had stressed the plan was only a back-up. 

Shortly after HMS Childers and HMS Cheviot had made their first 
pass on Exodus came a new message from Bar-Gilad: ‘Propose you 
directly make for Zelig.’ 

Yossi had come to accept Ike’s concern that the arrival of HMS 
Ajax had reduced any hope of bursting through the blockade and 
making a dash for the alternative landing beach at Tel A\'iv. Not 
only was it smaller, but they would arrive there around mid-morning 
and while daylight would help the passengers to disembark, it would 
also mean that every mov^e Exodus made could be obsen ed from the 
shore by British troops. Going to Bat-Yam was still a better option. 

Their deliberations were interrupted by further orders horn the 
Haganah: ‘We are preparing a beachhead at Zelig. In the meantime 
ensure Ha-Kli is fully secured against attack by enemy forces.’ 

The joint reply from Yossi and Ike was short: ‘Have made all 

preparations.’ 

Their pique and tiredness showed behind the words of w hat \ ossi 
later called ‘the growing disagreement between the ship and the 
people on land’. 

Another message arrived and set out what was required in the next 
broadcast the Reverend Grauel would make. He was to transmit 
before sunrise and make clear in his opening words that Exodus was 
still afloat. He would follow by describing the following: ‘4'he suflering 
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of the passengers and their desperate wish to go to Palestine, a protest 
at Britain’s closed-door policy, a call for United Nations interv ention 
over the attacks on the ship, a call for global solidarity in support of 
Exodus and a declaration that immigration would continue’. 

The orders had been sent by Ami. Dav id Ben-Gurion had publicly 
joined the battle to sav^e Exodus. 

After thanking them for the message, Ike sent yet another one. In 
15 minutes he would turn Exodus towards the Egyptian coast and 
enter the shipping lanes in and out of the port of .Alexandria. He knew 
the immediate problem for their pursuers would be how to intercept 
the ship in busy international waters without creating a worldwide 
outcry. While in France, Ada had shown Ike hostile newspaper 
reports she had helped to organise about the methods the Royal Navy 
had used to stop other blockade-runners and JMoshe Bar-Gilad had 
reported that Reverend Grauel’s first broadcast had already attracted 
growing publicity, with reporters arriv ing to cover the story . 

Once within the shipping lanes Ike would set a new course to take 
him along the coast towards Egypt’s border with Palestine. The 
shallow water would force the destroyer's to reduce their speed v\ hile, 
with her flat bottom. Exodus could maintain full speed. 

Ike planned to make a run past Gaza to Bat-Yam, the landing 
beach, leavdng the task force desperately trying to pick its way 
through the shallows. It was a daring plan and one that Bar-Gilad 
and the other Haganah commander s agreed Ike could execute. 


In the radar r'oom on boarxl HJMS Cardigan Bay., Barvvell sat transfixed 
before his screen. A cone of light had locked on to Exodus^ holding the 
blockade-runner in its glare, the way searchlights had settled on a 
Lultwalfe bomber over London in the war. From out of the night, 
HMS Childers and HMS Charity had emerged once more and were 
steering in par allel only a few yar ds away on each side of Exodus, their 
oflicer s studying her horn the destroyers’ bridges. 

Acr oss the sea came the shriekirrg oi Exoduses whistle. The relentless 
light and pier cing sound combined to cr eate a terr or of its own. 
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Once more Reverend (iranel ])ainled a j:)()werlnl picture of the scent* 
in his broadcast: '1 he night has turned to day under the searchliglus 
from the destroyers. A fleet of destroyers seem to be running abreast 
of us as if they plan to converge on us. During the night someone 
has secured to our single smoke stack a mammoth poster. On it is a 
picture of a woman holding a baby in her arms, a small child at her 
side. An inscription reads: “England, this is your enemy.’” 

Had the energetic broadcaster been dazzled by the searchlights 
and imagined he saw the poster? Certainly it was an image which 
could only have had a powerful efTect on his radio listeners. Yet none 
of the passengers or crew recalled seeing the poster on the smoke 
stack. Certainly no one has ev^er admitted to placing it there. Did it 
blow away after Reverend Grand saw it? 


The proximity of the HNIS Childers and the blinding light rooted 
everyone on Exodus. Ike stood at a port window, \ossi at one on the 
opposite side of the bridge. Bill Millman gripped the wheel even 
tighter, his mouth working but no words coming. The ship’s mate. 
Bill Bernstein, kept his hand on the whistle, its deafening howl 
drowning his cursing. 

Zvi Tiroche, Noah Klieger and Mordechai Rosemont were shout¬ 
ing out to their groups to prepare for an attack as they handed out 
potatoes from sacks and tins of food that Nat Nadler had brought up 
from the engine room. 

Over the public address system came the resounding music of 
Elgar’s ‘Pomp and Circumstance March’. It had been Ike’s idea to 
broadcast the record one of the passengers played during mealtimes 


on his gi'amophone. 

Dr Cohen had taken his triage team, Abe Ei])pschitz and Simone 
Smeckler, out on to the deck ready to treat any castialties. In the 
hold, having assured Michael there was no need to be frightened, 
Gertruda went from one bunk to another ofl'ering reassurance. For 
Michael: ‘She was a symbol of calm and civility. She understood 

fear.’ 

On the bridge the two dumbfounded lookouts were staring into 
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the night, where, in the destroyers’ lights, they could make out white- 
jumpered figures standing on the platforms above HMS Childers and 
HMS Charity. Swaying with the movement of the sea, in their gas 
masks and helmets, clutching their weapons, they looked like aliens 
who had fallen from the sky. 

Abruptly the cone of light from the destroyer’s searchlight went 
out. Ike waved for Millman to stop the whistle. As if linked by an 
invisible cord, HMS Childers and HMS Charity moved on either side 
of Exodus through the pitch black of the night. Ike called down the 
engine room voice-pipe: ‘Reverse!’ 


Lieutenant Pearce’s instructor had told him to spring outwards from 
the platform to make sure he was clear of any obstructions, the way 
a paratrooper did when exiting an aircraft door. The instructor had 
added that a parachutist usually had hundreds of feet to fall before 
hitting the ground, more than enough time to prepare his landing 
position: feet slightly apart, legs and body relaxed. 

Pearce knew it had been calculated that from the platform to the 
landing point on the Exodus's top deck would be 15 feet. Depending 
on the rise and fall of the waves, he would have at most two seconds 
to prepare to land. 

On the HMS Childers's last run past Exodus he had spotted the early 
rafts, flat, wooden life rafts, attached to the deck guardrails. Beside 
them were some nets on the deck. Rafts and nets could be used to 


repel boarders. Pearce recalled: ‘I couldn’t really see very' much. And 
from where I stood the sea swell added to the problem. All I could 
think of was to get control of the wheelhouse as soon as we landed on 
board the other ship.’ 


from the bridge came Bailey’s command for Pearce to stand by 
to Jumj). I he young officer braced himself. Standing in the dark, 
there was no way to judge the exact distance. All he could sense 
was that Exodus was moving backwards. He looked quickly at the 

men on either side of him. It was now or never. He breathed in 
and jumped. 
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The povvcriul sound o( HMS Childers only yards away from the radio 
room had brought Reverend Cjiauel running out on deck to go to 
where lie had left Fira and the children settling down for the night. 

‘They were not there. At that moment the destroyer nudged our 
ship midships and then pulled away. I ran up to the hurricane deck. 
I just hoped they had gone up there like they had done regularly, 
before going to sleep. There they were, the kids huddled around fira, 
standing in the middle of the deck, fira just looked at me in relief, 
saying to the children it was going to be okay. She was a heck of a fine 
lady. When Efraim arrived her happiness was complete.’ 

Reverend Grauel said one more time that everything was going to 
be all right, then headed for the opposite side of the ship, from where 
shouting was coming. 


On the bridge of HMS ChUders, Lieutenant Commander Bailey had 
watched Lieutenant Pearce jump. A moment later ‘one of the 
lookouts shouted, “The Lieutenant has landed on one of the carlys! 
Looks like he is in the water!” I ran to take a look and shouted for a 
searchlight to be switched on. The lookout shouted that Pearce was 
safe and up on the deck. But there was a hell of a fight going on there.’ 

When Pearce landed on one of the rafts he somehow managed to 
avoid sliding into the sea. A fusillade of tins and potatoes greeted him. 
He waited in a cabin for the rest of his team to arrive. ‘There was a 
terrific noise going on outside. I sensed the ship was zigzagging, 
making it even harder for the rest of my boarding team to land safely. 
I got back out on deck to join up with them so we could adv ance on 
the wheelhouse. But out on the deck the opposition had strengthened.’ 

When Pearce came out of the cabin he heard the thud of bools 


hitting the deck as the other boarders landed. A can flew past his 
helmet. Teenager Aviva Porat picked up another tin and threw it, 
shouting, ‘Down with the British Empire!’ 

Further along the deck Mordcchai Rosemont moved among his 
group, calmly telling them only to throw their potatoes or tins when 


they were certain of hitting a target. 

Suddenly Exodus rocked froi i side to side after it was rammed bv- 
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HMS Childers, the sound of steel striking hull resounding throughout 
the ship. 

Nat Nadler grabbed his hosepipe and continued to aim a jet of 
steam at the regrouping boarders. Two of them fell, but Lieutenant 
Pearce motioned them to their feet and led them towards their first 
target, the wheelhouse. 


Standins: in the radio room of HMS Childers, Lieutenant 
Commander Bailey ordered the radioman to alert the task force that 
Exodus was heading for the Egyptian coast. He ordered HMS Ajax to 
block her passage and the other destroyers to close up on her and 
try to force her to stop. HMS Charity was to return to its position 
alongside Exodus and launch a further boarding party to support a 
second team that would be launched from HMS Chequers. 

In that night of sudden terror memories began to be sown. 
Passengers like Yosef Reich, who had gone to sleep believing that 
when he next saw daylight he would be that much closer to Palestine, 
had awakened ‘to the sound of shooting. People started to cr\' and 
panic. We thought we were going to die.’ 

From his vantage point on the top deck. Dr Cohen realised that if 
the battle continued much longer his small medical team could be 
swamped. ‘I knew that some of the wounded would probably have 
to be treated where they fell. The more serious needed to be carried 
by their friends or the crew to the hospital. But luckily the fight was 
going in phases. The boarders could only push forward under the 
continuous fusillade of tins and potatoes. The sounds of shots con¬ 
tinued and I realised that we faced being overwhelmed.’ 

1 he sound of gunfire that Dr Cohen and other passengers heard 


was caused by the Chinese firecrackers that Pearce had ordered his 


boarders to light and toss into the superstructure. 

/vi 1 iroche decided that the most eflective forms of resistance at 
his disj)osal were the cans of fruit and jets of steam some of the crew 
were directing. ‘It was a sight yoti don’t forget. Not ever.’ 

I he indefatigable Reverend Crauel, having once more checked 
that f ira and the children and others were safe, made his way back 
to the radio shack to translate the order that Ben-Gurion had earlier 
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sent. Around him the sound ofhghling had intensified, ‘d’he boarders 
were throwing tear-gas grenades and the acrid stench filled my lungs 
and brought tears to my eyes.’ Reaching the shack, he noted that the 
wall clock showed an hour had passed since the attack had started. 

The crew would also have their lasting memories of that first hour 
of action. For Nat Nadlcr it was the loudsj^eakers of HMS Childers. ‘A 
voice kept saying “Give up. You don’t have a chance. We re¬ 
sponded by playing Elgar’s “March of Pomp and Circumstance 

over our PA system.’ 

The towering figure of helmsman Bill Millman recalled shouting, 

‘Come on, you Limeys. We are ready for you.’ 

Deckhand Dov Mills would later write! ‘NIy memory is of the 


repeated ramming. I felt as if we were going to be split open. And all 
the time the British were throwing smoke bombs and tear-gas bombs. 
The commotion, smoke and stench were overpowering.’ 

Pearce’s 15 boarders found themselves fighting foot by foot to gain 
control of the upper deck and reach the wheelhouse. From below 
came the cries of terror. In his official report to the Admiralty Pearce 
would recall: ‘The bombardment of tins proved too heavy so we 
entered a cabin on the port side. I got separated and I found myself 
alone in a cabin with tins, potatoes and bottles coming through the 
window. The remainder of my boarding party entered a cabin aft, 
full of women and children. An American shouted my men had five 
seconds in which to come on deck, threatening to kill them if they did 


not obey him.’ 

The boarders fought their w^ay out of the cabin and back on deck. 

Their advance on the wheelhouse continued. 

Lieutenant Pearce realised that Exodus had changed course and 


increased speed and was now heading southeast. He had briefly 
wondered if that was the reason why the fighting on deck had 
intensified, to driv’e him and his boarders overboard before they 
reached whatev^er was the shi])’s new destination. But there was still 
some way to go to reach the wheelhouse and for his team to cut theii 
way through its protective barbed wire; only then could he stop the 
ship’s course. The top deck itself was slipjxny with oil j)ouring from 
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one of the hosepipes, while the fusillade of potatoes and tins 
continued. 

Pearce ordered his men to release yet more Chinese firecrackers 
to simulate gunfire. But one of the defenders had doused them with 
a steam hose. What shocked Pearce was how young some of the 
attackers were. 'Little more than kids, hurling anything they had to 
hand. There were young women as well, hurling abuse as they 
threw.’ 

In the glare of her searchlight, the lieutenant saw that HMS Charity 
was once more sailing alongside and more boarders were jumping 
from her platform. 

Beyond, in the gathering dawn, HMS Ajax surged ahead to block 
Exodus'’?, progress and the rest of the task force was closing up to stop 
any attempt by her to switch course. Pearce knew that effectively the 
ship was surrounded and that any captain concerned about his 
passengers would ‘recognise the game was up’. 

But Exodus surged on and the fighting grew fiercer. 

Ha\ing broadcast the decoded message from Ben-Gurion, 
Reverend Grauel continued: ^Exodus has been rammed by destroyers 
of the British Navy. T. hey are still here. Other warships are all around 
us, tiying to crush us into surrender. Only the skills of our captain 
and crew have stopped them from sinking us.’ 

Another loud shudder of metal striking metal came as HMS 
Clulders once more rammed Exodus. The terrified screams of women 
and children increased. 


On the u})per deck seaman Frank Levine used a hosepipe to douse 
another salvo of Chinese firecrackers. Beside him Aviva Porat threw 
another potato at Pearce’s men. It was brushed aside bv an arm 
shield. Beside Aviva a more powerful arm drew back and, with 
uneiring aim, sent a sailor staggering. Gertruda had scored her first 
hit in the battle with a tin. As potatoes and tins continued to rain 
down on the boarders, some of them slipped, victims of the oil Nat 
Nadler and others had used to coat the deck. Back on their feet, the 
boarders continued to advance. 

from his \ antage point. Dr Cohen saw a defender fall, a man 
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struck l)y a baton. I1ic boarders stcpj)ed over him, using their 
wea|)ons to club and pmh their way towards the wheelhouse. Dr 
Cohen and his nurses rushed to bring the passenger to the hospital; 
he was bleeding jDrofusely Ironi a head wound which required 


stitching. From below came the sound of splintering wood as one 
of the boarders smashed open a door leading into the super¬ 
structure. Above was the wheelhouse. I^ieutenant Pearce led the 

way into the ship. 


On the bridge, Ike had studied the deployment of the task force. 
HMS Ajax was positioned so that any attempt to pass the cruiser 
would almost certainly result in Exodus being rammed. But he had 
spotted a possibility. The other destroyers had left large gaps between 


while they were manoeuvring. 

Ike ordered the strapping Millman to resume the ship’s original 
course and called down to the engine room over the voice-pipe: ‘Gi\'e 
me absolute full speed.’ 


The steering wheel began to spin in the helmsman’s powerful 
hands as Exodus created an arc in the water. Tike a fox shaking oil 
its pursuers, the blockade-runner sped away fiom H^IS CJianty^ 
swept past HMS Ajax and moved into a gap between two more 
destroyers. Only HMS Childers managed to continue in pursuit. The 
sheer skill and speed of the manoeuvre astonished Lieutenant 


Commander Bailey. 

Knowing he had only minutes to stop Exodus escaping, he raised 
the loudspeaker to his mouth. ‘Captain of Waijield. You will now 
cease all resistance, stop your engine and prepare to be towed into 
Haifa. You are now in the territorial waters of Palestine.’ 

Ike’s pent-up fury exploded: ‘You are a liar! We are in interna¬ 
tional waters. You are committing an act ol piracy lor which Britain 

will have to answer before the United Nations. 

Bailey ordered his destroyers to ram Exodus oncQ more. In that same 
moment, hoisted by Yossi, a blue-and-white Hag beaiing the Stai ot 
Da\'id rose up the mast as the shi]) shuddered again under the impact 
of the ramming. It was followed by the haunting sound ot voices 
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singing the ‘Hatikvah’. Joining in, Yosef Reich felt, ‘There was nothing 
else we could do. The British were shooting and we were singing.’ 

By the time HMS Charity had once more regained its position 
alongside Exodus and the other destroyers were closing up, shep¬ 
herded by HMS Ajax^ Bailey had ordered HMS Childers to ram 
Exodus twice more. Seamen on the destroyer hurled smoke bombs 
and tear-gas grenades across the narrow gap of water into the 
blockade-runner. 

On board the upper deck Nat Nadler handed out more weapons 
to the defenders as supplies of potatoes and tins dwindled, replacing 
them with rescue flares he had taken from the lifeboats and rafts. He 
showed the defenders how to light them, then count to three, before 
hurling them at the boarders. A trail of sparks would explode against 
their gas masks. Roars of pain followed the impact of the hares and 
the eye-smarting fumes from the gas grenades and smoke bombs 
as the deck became obscured by a choking yellowish fog. Through it 
staggered the defenders pursued by the boarders. And as the battle 
for control raged, the shouts of Zvi Tiroche, Mordechai Rosemont 
and Noah Klieger could be heard, rallying their groups and ordering 
those who were injured to get medical aid. 

The smoke had drifted into the hospital and Dr Cohen had 


ordered his ntirses to wear face masks as they went about their work. 
‘Many of the casualties were head wounds, some of them pretty bad. 
When they had been sewn and bandaged, they were laid in a row on 
the deck and one of them started to sing softly and others joined in.’ 

1 he hghting grew more sav age. A crewiiian, .Arthur Ritzer, snatched 
a carbine from a boarder and pulled its trigger. The mechanism 
jammed. Ritzer used the gun to club the sailor. Aviva and Gertruda 
continued to throw tins. One smashed the eyepiece of a boarder’s 
gas mask. Bottles, oars from the lifeboats and buckets of boiling water 


were used in running battles. 

from behind the bridge Lieutenant MacPherson and his team 
fiom HMS Childers fought to gain control. Bill Bernstein and half a 
dozen crew ecjuipj^ed with crowbars and fire axes had been placed 
there by Ike to stoj) any attempt to capture it. 
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It was not iintii shortly before 4ani that Lieutenant P(‘arce and his 
men finally reached the wheelhouse. It had been a battle all the way, 
throtigh air thick with smoke and a continuotis hail of'missiles, mostly 


from women passengers, some middle-aged, who hurled bottles, cups, 
plates and cutlei'y while sj^itting and shouting abuse. 1 he boarders had 
fended ofl'the attacks as best they could in the narrow gaiygway. But 
the further they advanced the harder they found it to obey Pearce’s 
order to keep retaliation to a minimum against the passengers, as even 
spittle spattered against their gas masks and children tried to trip them 
up. For Pearce: ‘Frankly we had not expected such resistance. It was 

like going through a gauntlet of hatred.’ 


Bill Millman, his muscles glistening with sweat from his spell at the 
helm, had gone in search of Nat Nadler. It would be the hist time 
that the two friends had joined forces since the battle had started. 
Both shared a passion for boxing. With an honourable discharge 
after the war, he had volunteered to join the Haganah and sail on an 
Aliyah Bet ship. Captain Ash had chosen him for Exodus. He had 
only one thing in common with his namesake Dav^ Millman, who 
had joined the crew shortly before Bill. Both had full beards. 

Nadler and Millman had stood side by side at the burial at sea of the 
young mother, another moment which had imprinted itself on 
the young electrician’s mind: ‘As the body slipped into the ocean I had 
held the flag on her shroud to stop it from falling into the ocean. As I 

carried the flag up to the bridge tears ran down my face. 

Now, as he stood with Millman on the top deck, their mood was 
one of determination. Rushing on deck were two boaideis. Bill 
didn’t hesitate. He gi^abbed one by the throat and crotch and moved 


to throw him over the side. I he other guy took out his icv olv ei, a .38 
\\ eblcy, and the guy Bill was holding shouts. Shoot him! Shoot 
him.” He shot Bill in his jaw. The bullet went into his chin, then into 
his shoulder. 4 hen I was clubbed in the ey e. 


Both men were 


carried to the hospital, where Dr Cohen tended 


them. While he stitched up Millman, the helmsman had turned to 
Nadler and yelled, ‘We really showed them, Nadler, didn’t v\ e.^ 1 said. 
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“Y>ah, look at you, you big schmuck!” His whole head was bandaged. 
The doctor had also done a good job on mine. But I couldn’t just lie 
there while I could hear the hghting going on. I shouted, “The British 
still don’t have control of the ship.” So 1 am olT to help stop them.’ 

Nat Nadler staggered from the hospital to join the hghting once 
more. 


Smashing open the wheelhouse door, the boarders braced them¬ 


selves for an evTii more \aolent assault and stopped in astonishment. 
While the fighting raged in and around the bridge, the wheelhouse 
was empty and brightly lit by one of the searchlights on HiMS Charity. 
Peai ce went to the port-side window. Below' on the deck hand-to- 


hand hghting continued, while only yards away, level with the 
w'heelhouse, was the bridge of HALS Childers., its helmsman at the 


wheel. The lieutenant turned to the unmanned steering wheel of 
Exodus. While the ship continued to surge through the water, the 
experienced navigator knew why. The enunciator, the mechanism 
which linked the w4ieel to the engine room and rudder, had been 
disconnected. Peaice knew the ship was being controlled from an 
emergency steering w'heel, positioned most likely at the stern above 
the rudder. To steer from there required skilled seamanship. 

Leaving the other boarders to defend the wheelhouse, the lieu¬ 
tenant took two of his men w ith him to locate the emergency wheel, 
which would be the only way he could gain control over Exodus. 

Daniel Feinstein had been the last passenger to board Exodus at Sete. 
He had been told by Bill Bernstein, the hrst mate, that he would hax e 
to sleep on the deck with the crew, as all the bunks were taken. He 
was given a s|)ace on the promenade deck. It was no hardship for 
the child orphan from the ghetto, who had collected bodies in a con¬ 


centration camp for burial and survived a winter-long trek to a DP 
camp, where he was inspired by Ben-Gurion’s words to go to 
1 alestine. 1 he 15-year-old was a worldly-wise and wirv' vouth with 
an easy smile and Icaticss gaze. In many ways Daniel resembled Ike 
and he had caught the captain’s attention. The pair had bonded alter 
Dtmiel, pointing at Ike’s cap, asked if he was the son ofthe captain. 
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Ike ^^'innccl <incl rcj)liccl, 3 .ni the Since the n, when Ike clicl 

his daily rounds, he had always singled out Daniel for a chat. He was 

like an elder brother. 

Daniel had been on the inoinenadc deck, near the stern, when 
Lieutenant Pearce and his men boarded. From then on Daniel had 
been in the thick of the battle, d ears running down his lace from gas 
grenades, his body hit with steel-tipped batons, he had fought back. 
NIore than once he fell to the deck under the foice ol the ship being 
rammed. Each time he was back on his feet, waiting for a new target 
to come within range, when Ike came running past. He motioned 
for Daniel to follow and posted him on the stern deck, telling him to 
shout out when a destroyer was approaching on anothei ramming 
run. Then the captain stood behind the emergency steering wheel 

and began to guide Exodus forward. 

The battle for control of the bridge continued. Bill Bernstein 
grabbed a fire extinguisher and began to spray the boarders with 
foam. Suddenly the mate collapsed, his skull split open with a 
truncheon, its spike embedded in his head before a sailor ripped it 

out, sending blood gushing over the deck. 

Murray Aronoff, a burly New Yorker, seized the boarder’s carbine 

and fired; the shot lodged in the roof. The deckhand grabbed the 
barrel and used its butt as a club, forcing several of the boarders to 
withdraw. Meanwhile, Millman and Yossi had carried Beinstein into 
Ike’s cabin and laid him on the captain’s bunk. Yossi told Millman 

to stay with Bernstein and ran to find Di Oohen. 

Below deck, Sol Lester, a small US army-trained commando, had 
picked up a tear-gas canister and rammed it into the gas mask ol a 
boarder, smashing its \'isor, leaving him screaming that he couldn t 
see. Lester took the man’s axe and went in search of anothei taiget. 
Near the ho.sjDital, Yossi grabbed a boarder by the scat of his ox eralls 
and threw him to the deck, ripping ofFlns gas mask before running 
on to reach Dr Cohen, dlie physician explained: A ossi, we\'e got all 
kinds of wounds, gunshot wounds and deep cuts from axes. 
Truncheon blows have opened a man’s cheekbones and smashed a 
woman’s hand. We need blood for transfusion. We need everything. 
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All I have are some \'ery gutsy nurses, tiying to do the impossible.’ 

W'hen Yossi told him what had happened to Bernstein, Dr Cohen 
grabbed a tray of instruments, then ran with Yossi to Ike’s cabin and 


stood at the bedside. Alillman and Yossi instinctively drew back 
silent and watchful, while Dr Cohen checked for vital signs. He had 
lost count down the years of how many times he had done those 
checks, so that he could decide how long he would ha\’e custody o\'er 
the dying. Bernstein’s pupils were dulled. Part of his brain had 
trickled out on his scalp. Nothing could save the mate. 

Dr Cohen recalled: ‘I could not be certain what weapon had been 
used. But It had broken his skull completely open. His death was not 
Iiom a gunshot wound but a hatchet blow.’ Beyond the silent cabin 
the sound of fighting was e\'en louder. Dr Cohen gently closed 
Bernstein’s eyes and turned to Yossi and Millman: ‘He’s gone.’ 

The doctor drew up the sheet and covered the helmsman’s face. 
He turned and hurried from the cabin. Yossi and Millman followed, 
back into the world w here they could help. Bill Bernstein had fulfilled 
his premonition that he would die before dawn. 


Nat Nadlei had lejoined the fighting, leading a group of 

Aloidechai Rosemont s teenagers in their defence of the hurricane 

deck. It w^as filled with mothers and children who had emerged from 

below deck and were being pushed by a boarder up against the rails. 

for Nat: ‘The fighting was no quarter ghen. I grabbed the sailor by 

his helmet strap to try and choke him and eventually got him off the 

deck. I could see the fear in his eyes when I ripped off his gas mask. 

He had piobably ne\ er been in a fight like this. He was just a kid, 

maybe 17, 18 at the most. But we were desperate to protect our 
w^omen and children.’ 


In the gathering daylight the battle raged throughout Exodus. 

I he balustiade on what had once been the elegant staircase in the 
imiin salon was wrenched ofl by Sol Lester, using the axe he had 
snatched from the boarder. He chopped the wood into club-sized 
lengths and distributed them among the passengers. As he would 
recall: ‘We fought the boarders with anything we could lay our 
hands on cans ol corned beef, signal rockets we took from the life 
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rafts, nuts and bolts from the engine room, anytliing we could get 
our hands on.’ 

Yossi had given Gerald Landau, a passenger, a task once he had 
come on board at Sete, assigning him to kee]) a friendly eye on a 
group of younger children. Many were barely in their teens, orphans 
who needed his skills to keep them occupied. His years working on 
a Haganah training farm in the English countryside of Kent had 
taught Gerald to mix good humour with patience and discipline. 

When the battle started they had been forbidden by \ ossi to take 
part in the fighting. But Gerald had found them a role to play when 
he set up on the ship’s sundeck a distribution point for a stockpile of 
potatoes and tins of food. The boys were told to caiiy the ammu¬ 
nition down to the top deck, where one of the group leadeis would 
be waiting to send them straight back up to the sundeck. Instead, 
some of the boys and girls had joined in the throwing, hiding behind 

the life rafts to do so. 

The fair-haired Zvi Yakubovich had survived Buchenwald and 
had become a popular figure on board, wdth his de\’il-may-care 
attitude and his crystal-clear singing voice which had always 
encouraged the others to join in. As the fighting increased Gerald 
ordered the children not to go down the deck. But in the darkness Z\i 
had slipped away to see his new^ friend, Daniel Feinstein. Lhiwilling 
to leav^e the rest of the group unguarded, Gerald could do no more 
than wait for Zvi to return, when he would reprimand him. 

Zvi Yakubovich remained sheltered behind a life raft, waiting toi 
the moment when he could run the few yards across the deck and get 
back to the sundeck. Beside him was Mordechai Baumstein, a 23- 
year-old who had befriended Zvi. Further back at the stern, Z\'i could 
see the crouched figure of Daniel Feinstein. It w as still dark in the 
lee of the battered ship’s superstructure. From within came the sound 
of shouting, but out on deck the fighting had all but stopped. 

Zvi stood up and began to move. Glose behind lollowed 
Mordechai. Suddenly there was a burst of gunlire and Z\ i and 
Mordechai fell, mortally wounded. I he boarder had disappeaied. 
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Running out of the superstructure came one of Dr Cohen’s nurses. 
She knelt beside each body and shouted for help. The identity of the 
sailor who had shot Zvi and Mordechai would never be discovered. 

Daniel Feinstein recalled he was in the stern when he saw the 
killing: 1 saw the British kill the boy. I was maybe no more than five 
metres from Zvi. A nurse was looking after him, shouting, “He’s 
alive.” Then she stopped and cried, “No, he is not. He is dead. We 
cannot give him first aid.” People, passengers, were calling out for the 
shooting to stop. But for Zvi it was too late. I don’t know whv he was 
shot. He wasn’t armed. He was just there and he was shot.’ 


Lieutenant Pearce and his two boarders had been forced to move 
slowly as they made their way towards the stern, from where, he w as 
certain. Exodus was now being steered. 

Below, the stench in the gangways was overpowering and the dim 
lighting made it hard to see ahead. Shadowy figures, mostly elderly 
men, w^omen and children, screamed and spat at Pearce and his men 
before retreating back into their quarters. Ev^ry time the ship was 
rammed the thunderous crash was louder than on deck and created 
further feai and panic around Pearce. There were shouts for the board¬ 
ers to be taken prisoners. Recognising the danger, the lieutenant 
raised his baton and ordered passengers out of the way, his v^oice 

calm but firm. The last thing he wanted was a repetition of the fight 
to reach the wheelhouse. 


The further Pearce and his men adv'anced towards the stern, cabin 
doois suddenly opened and either a passenger or a crewman 
appeared and threw potatoes and tin cans before slamming shut the 
door. At other times crew members appeared in the gangway, 
wielding navy batons that Pearce guessed they must have taken from 
othei boarding teams. When he drew his revolver it was enough to 
force the crewmen to retreat. But the attacks soon resumed and the 
lieutenant and his men found themselves forced to take shelter in a 
cabin. It was filled with tins, sacks of potatoes and bottles. From the 

gangway an American voice ordered them to come out. Pearce 
demanded to know who was speaking. 
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‘I am a minister of the cloth. You are sale. 




Revolver in hand, Pearce opened the door. Facing him was 
Reverend Orauel. He told the lieutenant he would be escorted to his 
own cabin, where he and the two boarders would be sale. Not 
knowing whether to believe him or not, Pearce and his men followed 


Grauel back down the corridor. 

Waiting in his cabin were two crewmen. Fach boie a con¬ 
centration camp number on his arm and held a steel pole in his hand. 
The minister explained to them they were to guard our prisoners 
but under no circumstances must they come to any harm . 

Reverend Grauel would recall! The ohicer didn t look afiaid. He 


looked at my American flag badge on my sleev e. 1 told him I was a 
news correspondent. He nodded and said that maybe when this was 

over they could all go to America.’ 

From the deck above came the sound of gunfire. Pearce knew this 

time he was not listening to Chinese firecrackers but to a rifle. 


Helmsman Cyril Weinstein, who took turns steering with Bill 
Millman, had made his way down to Ike at the stein wheel. The 
captain, stripped to his vest, his face stained with sweat and giime, 
had only his physical strength and incredible determination to help 
him. The wheel’s magnetic compass had ceased to function and his 
own hand-held compass offered limited guidance lor him to remain 
on course. Weinstein was using his own brute strength to turn the 
wheel and keep Exodus surging towards Palestine, while Ike had gone 
forward to see what was happening. 


During the night the destroyers had taken turns to come racing across 
the water to try and ram Exodus. Almost ev eiy time, \\ einstein managed 
to spin the wheel to escape. In the engine room chief engineer Frank 
Stanezak, though a devout Catholic Pole, was cursing fluently in 
Hebrew as he tried to coax even more speed IVom his boilers. 

In the growang daylight Bernard Marks, the second mate, and 
Yossi Harel made their way to Dr Cohen’s hos])ital, walking through 
the promenade-deck housing, which had been split o])en, leav ing 
timber bulkheads shredded as if they had gone through a gigantic 
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sawmill. 1 he cedar dance floor had been torn up to be used by some 
oTthe crew for weapons. Doors had been ripped ofT, wandow's w’ere 
shattered and entiie sections of walls sa^^ged. Through a gaping hole 

in the superstructure, they could see the task force. For Marks, they 
were ‘like woK'es circling for a kill’. 

Yossi and Bernard could only stand and watch as Dr Cohen 
skilfully performed his work, know ing there was nothing they could 
do, mar\elling at w hat w^as being achieved. Ev'eryone seemed to need 
immediate attention in the crowded deck space. The doctor had 
placed in one corner the more seriously wounded, the most 
exhausted, those in fear of death and those in so much pain they 
cried out to die. The wounded included several of the boarders. 

One boarder had been scalded by a hosepipe, which had burned 

his hands and part of his face when the steam penetrated his gas 

mask. For Abe Lippschitz: ‘He looked like he had been fried and 

roasted. His eyelashes and eyebrows had gone and his eyes were filled 

with teriible pain. The pharmacist had squeezed some ointment 

over the burns, knowing that no matter how^ gentle he was he could 
not stop the man’s agony. 


Dr Cohen beckoned to Yossi and Bernard and explained the sailor 
needed to be in a hospital burns unit. ‘I told them there were six 
other people seriously wounded who would not sun ive unless they 
also got full medical help. My prime and only concern w^as saving 
my patients. I said we must ask the British for help.’ 

Yossi said he would go and find Ike and discuss the matter. He 

knew that the sat age manner of Bill Bernstein’s death and the 

shooting of Zvi \ akubovich and Mordechai Baumstein had stunned 

a number of the American crew. More than one had told Yossi they 
had not expected such kill ino^s. 


On his way to find Ike, Yossi had stopped at the radio shack to 
order Kna\ a Barak to contact the Haganah in Tel A\ iv, only to be 
told that radio contact with 1 el A\’i\’ had been interrupted shortly 
aftt 1 the battle had started. Yo.ssi told the radioman to keep tiying to 
.stud the mcs.sage that the constant ramming had damaged not only 
tlu hull but also the ti|)per deck along with the superstructure. In 
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Yossi’s view; ‘While the British had yet to gain coittrol of the ship, it 
would now only be a matter ol'tiine. So many ol'our people had been 
beaten and bruised and ehoked l)y smoke and tear gas. I)i Cohen s 
judgement on the critical condition of the in jured convinced me we 
had to get help even if that meant surrendering.’ 


By daylight Lieutenant MaePherson, the senior naval olbcer on 
Exodus, had three more boarding ])artics ready to go into action, a 
total of a further 60 well-trained sailors. 1 hey were led by Lieutenant 


Gill (HMS Childers), Lieutenant R.B.W. Bundle (HMS Cheviot) and 
Lieutenant K.P. Swallow (HMS Chequers). While the others had leapt 
from the platforms. Swallow and his team had managed to scramble 
aboard when their destroyer had slammed into the side of Exodus. 

The teams made a concerted rush to the bridge, where 
MaePherson had set up his command post. He ordered the new¬ 
comers to overpower the crew and passengers below deck. W ithin 
minutes they had recov^ered Lieutenant Pearce and his two boardeis 

and freed them to rejoin the fight. 

Gasping from smoke. Lieutenant Swallow sent one of his men 

back to the bridge to report that more boarders weie needed. The 
request was transmitted by Lieutenant MaePherson’s radioman to 

HMS Childers. 

Three of the boarders had already had their lifejackets snatched, 
and two had had their overalls doused with oily waste, though an 
attempt to ignite it failed. From a cabin a woman had huiled a bag 


hlled with faeces at a boarder. 

On the promenade deck. Reverend Grand and Gerald Landau 
crouched beside a bucket and doused pieces of cloth in cold colFee to 
swab the inflamed eyes of a growing number of children affected by 
tear gas. W hen supplies of cloth ran low, a woman ripj:)ed up pieces 


of her Linderslip. 

Meanwhile, Ike had reached the radio shack to find that us 
transmitter was back on air. After he had learned about \ ossi s 
message, Ike ordered Lnava Barak to send the Haganah a message 
in his name: AVe continue to resist.’ 
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For Ike: ‘Only a seaman in a situation like vve were could know the 
meaning of that. In Yossi’s mind Exodus would sink before she 
reached the shore. I knew she wouldn’t. Everyone on board was 
hghting for the ultimate right to exist. So, people got injured and 
killed. That is what happens when you seek independence. I 
absolutely believed my passengers wanted me to go on and bring 
them to that beach near Tel Aviv.’ 

’s own passionate belief that resistance 
held an important part in the life of every'Jew. As he made his way 
to the hospital to check on the number of casualties, he assumed that 

his crew and passengers shared his view that surrender was 
unthinkable. 


Chapter 17 


Floating Concentration Camps 


W ithin the Haganah leadership in Tel Aviv a different plan had 
already taken shape: they intended to use the battle on boaid 

Exodus as a political lever. 

The United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) 
had arrived in the country, its 11 members charged with lecom- 
mending a solution to the Palestine problem. While there were three 
Muslim, or partly Muslim, states on the committee - Iran, India and 
Yugoslavia - there were no Arab or Great Power members. Da\id 
Ben-Gurion feared that the Muslim members, along with nvo former 
members of the British Empire, Canada and Australia, would 
continue to support London and oppose raising the numbei of 
immigrants. Then unexpectedly the Soviet Union, whose policy had 
been pro-Arab but remained firmly anti-British, had suddenly 
declared its support for the Jews. Its Foreign Minister, Andrei 
Gromyko, told the United Nations: We must not loiget then 
exceptional and indescribable sorrow and suffering during the 
Holocaust and the pain the survivors faced as displaced persons 
wanting to get home since then. They are at least entitled to that.' 

Moscow’s support for Jewish self-determination was seen by Da\id 
Ben-Gurion and the Haganah leadership as an opening to inlluence 
UNSCOP and began to plan accordingly. Three key members ol 
the Jewish Agency’s Political Department were attached to the 
committee as ‘guides’: Aubrey (Abba) Eban, Da\’id Horowitz and 
the Spanish-speaking Moshe d’ov. 
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Palestinian Arab leaders had 


greeted the arrival of'UNSCOP with 


a one-day strike and its leaders, led by the Mufti ofjerusalem, refused 
to answer questions. Paul Mohn, the deputy chairman of the 
committee, obserx^ed: ‘In Becrsheba Arab teachers continued with 


their lessons when we entered classrooms and the pupils were 
ordered not to look at us. In Ramla we were greeted only by children 
who cursed us. No adult leaders would see us.’ 

By contrast, the Jewish Agency warmly greeted UNSCOP, often 
with flowers and cheering crowds. At meals each committee member 


was carefully placed next to a settler who spoke his language. In a 
meeting Ben-Gurion set out a persuasive case for creating a Jewish 
state from the whole of Palestine, but even agreed to discuss partition, 
in which part of the country^ would become a Jewish state while the 
remainder could be united with Jordan, adding, ‘Separating the Jews 
and Arabs will lead to fertile cooperation between the two nations.’ 

After the meeting one of the Haganah men who followed the 
committee ever>^vhere reported that a delegate had said, ‘\Miat asses 
those Arabs are. This country is so beautiful and, ifgix’en to the Jews, 
It could be developed and turned into a new' Europe.’ 

The attack on Exodus had immediatelv been seen bv Ben-Gurion 
as offering a political lever that could clinch UNSCOP’s growing 
support for a Jewish state. Certainly, the closer Exodus came to 
Palestine, the greater would become the determination of the task 
force to capture it and the more aggressi\ e its tactics. The British 


government would find it increasingly hard to claim that its actions 
were within the law. d’his would provide further news copy for the 
growing number of reporters arriving in Palestine to cover the storv'. 
Within UNSCOP the feeling grew that even i(Exodus was forced to 
surrender, it would symbolise the sheer brutality of Bev in’s policies. 
Ben-fJurion was not the only strategist in Tel .Aviv who realised that 
hriiest Bevin would be forced into a corner by his own obsession to 
keep immigiation under his control. 


l•'rom the bridge of H.\IS Childers, Lieutenant Commander 
followed the battle. Four hours after it had started the li 


Bailev 

gluing 
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continued unabated. He eaught gliini)ses ofdigures falling to the deck 
and struggling to their feet, but he could not be certain if they were 
boarders, immigrants or members o( the b^xodus crew. 1 he c^nly 
certainty was that the intensity o( the battle' meant the objectives he 
had given to Pearce and MaePherson had not yet been fulfilled. 

Exodus's erratic course reminded Bailey of the zigzagging pattern 
of wartime convoys trying to avoid U-boats. He marvelled at the 
desperate attempt to shake oil ])ursuit. After the blockade-runner 
had completed another evasive pattern, Bailey ordered a further 
ramming attack. Three times he had ordered one since the boarding 


team had landed Pearce’s team on the upper deck. He had glimpsed 
the lieutenant leading his team up towards the biidge area. But since 
then there had been no further sighting of the officer. Shortly 
afterwards Bailey had spotted a man holding a hosepipe on the upper 
deck spraying what looked like oil, which he thought might explain 
why people had fallen in the darkness. But there was no way of telling 
when the searchlights were switched off before a ramming run. The 


attacks alternated between his own destroyer and HMS Chanty on 


the port side. 

P.amming under the prevailing conditions - the darkness, a 
choppy sea and the bursts of dazzling searchlights — made it difficult 
to judge the right angle of approach and speed. Theie w as also the 
fusillade of tin cans to cope with every time HMS Childers came 

within range. 


On board Exodus, Enava Barak and Harold Leidner took it in turns 
in the radio shack to note down the incoming coded messages fiom 
Tel Aviv, translate them and run with them to the bridge. One was 


the text of a message the Haganah High Command wanted them to 
send to Emil Sandstrom, the head of UNSCOP. It was to be 
transmitted word for w^ord in open text, d’he sender explained that 
it would have more impact if it appeared to come directly from 

Exodus and was sent in the name of its cajitain. 

It read: ‘Dear Sir, we implore you to arrange to take the testimony 
Qf 4,500 refugees and our suflering at the efloits wt ait making to 
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reach the safety of our homeland. Witness for yourself the cold¬ 
heartedness of the British as they tiy to expel us from the shores of 
oui homeland in order to incarcerate us behind barbed wire in 
concentration camps which cannot but remind us all the time of 

those concentration camps we were interred in during the days of the 
Nazis in Europe.’ 

Ike was surprised by the text but agreed to send the message in his 
name, \ ossi said nothing and took the response to the radio shack. 
Minutes later came a second coded message from the Haganah. 
Exodus was to set course for the beach at Kiryat Chaim, north of 
Haifa. Ike was even more surprised. The proposed landing site was 
close to where the Palestine Patrol was based. From beyond the 
locked dooi of the radio shack the sounds of fighting grew louder. 


Before yet another ramming attack the searchlights had given Bailey 
and his bridge officer a clear view of the stiff opposition the boarders 
were facing around the Exodus's wheelhouse. On its deck som.e of the 
migiants weie also using a familiar technique: men hiding behind 
women, exploiting the standing Palestine Patrol order that unless it 
was absolutely essential no woman or child must be manhandled. 

As the battle continued Bailey had another problem to consider. 

Having placed HMS Childers and HMS Chequers on either side of 

Exodus, hoping to reduce the area Exodus had for its zigzag steering 

tactics, he had increased the possibility that the continuous ramming 

would result in suddenly turning to ram one of the destroyers. 

Given the damage the two destroyers had already done to the 

blockade-runner’s hull. Exodus might well attempt such a manoeuvre. 

Bailey’s experience of dealing with other such ships had shown that 

Jews who had suiAived the concentration camps were willing to resist 

any op])osiiion to travel to Palestine. The reports from Lieutenant 

MacPherson had begun to describe how storming parties were being 

driv en back, how a baton charge had scattered under a hail of tin 

cans and shards ol broken window glass were being used as weapons 
to slash at boarders: 
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03.34. Scale oflighling heavier. Immigrants using Ti-loot iron 
scairolding poles, crowbars, hosepipes, coshes, sticks. More 
boarders injured. 


04.00. Distress Hares (American) produced fierce flames and 
smoke. Mostly thrown by youths on upper deck. 


04.10. Second Childers storming party arrives to help defend 
wheelhouse citadel. One badly injured and six boarders with 

lesser injuries. 

04.15. Fighting so heavy boarding party forced to join first 
team in cabin. Immigrants attempting to smash through deck 

head. 


04.18. Childers boarding platform so severely damaged unable 
to be further used. 

05.02. Three boarders (Petty Officers Fyann, Green and 
Moreton) overpowered and their guns taken. Moreton badly 
injured and semi-conscious. 

05.15. Lieutenants Stein, Pearce and Swallow led boarding 
party to capture Engine Room, Boiler Room and Steeling 
Compartment. Doors of the Engine Room and Boiler Room 
are made of steel and firmly locked. The Steering Room is 
totally protected by barbed wire. Boarders have no alternative 
but to make their way back to the wheelhouse. 

05.20. Boarders forced to take shelter in cabin lull of 
immigrant women and children. Petty Officei Hams attempts 
to dress severe head wounds of small girl. 

06.00. Lieutenant MacPherson, two petty officers and nine 
boarders successfully drove ofi' further attempt to retake 

wheelhouse. 


At 6.15am the radioman 
report that on the upper 


transmitted Lieutenant MacPherson's 
deck resistance was fading. However, 
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Bailey’s relief was short-lived when a further update revealed that 
the fighting continued below deck. 

From there came the sound of splintering wood as bunks were 
turned into weapons. Fumes from tear-gas grenades and smoke 
bombs drifted upwards after being thrown down into the bowels 
of the ship, followed by the panic-stricken screams for the fighting 
to stop. 

Zvi Tiroche had led his group of teenagers down below and 
told them to help anyone who needed assistance. Among them 
were women in various stages of pregnancy. Others were nursing 
babies who had been born during the night. Stripped to their 
underwear, they cuddled and suckled their newborn. Zvi had not 
heard one complaint about the stench and the thunderous sounds 
of another ramming. 

Around the mothers exhausted men, women and children slept. 
Others lay in their bunks but joined in the singing. Noah Klieger had 
found a bottle of water to encourage the cantor to continue to sing, 
his deep voice reaching to the bunks furthest from where he stood, 
hands clasped, sweat running down his face. 

In another part of the ship Alordechai Rosemont held his group 
in thrall with one story after another; usually rumbustious teenagers 
sat in respectful silence, absorbing every word. Stripped to his waist. 


he revealed his whole life with his words. 

With no more tins left to throw, Gertruda had returned from the 
upper deck to join Michael in the hold. She had saved for him one 
last tin of fruit from among those she had been hurling at the 


boarders and now she sat stroking his hair as he sipped the pineapple 
juice, for Alichael it was the best drink he had swallowed in hours. 


She told me about the fight up top. Hovv' she had stood eye to eye 
and thrown and thrown. When I looked at all the others around us 

I thought how lucky I w^as. I had Gertruda. There was nobody like 
her on the boat.’ 


She hugged him, like mother and son, and Michael felt secure 
jtist being close to her. Nearby a woman had cried out that a white 
flag should be raised. But no one was ready to provide a white cloth. 
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/\ t^cntlc v’oicc ciillccl out, ^No one surrt'iiclcM s now we <u( so clos( 
to home.’ 

The question of surrender would beeoine a topic ol diseussion 
in Dr Cohen’s hospital after Ike arrived there from the steering 
wheel at the stern. He found himself stepping around wounded 
patients, many with head and facial injuries, more than he had 
expected, and their condition shocked him. Reverend Grauel, who 
had brought water from the galley for the wounded, saw that Ike 

was close to tears. 

This was his first command and there were those in the Haganah 
who had expressed reservations about putting the slim, elfin-faced 
man in charge of such an important mission. But Saul A\igui had 
persuaded them that though Ike was only 22 years old he was the 
right choice. Ike had already demonstrated his skill when manoeu 
vTing Kxodus out of Sete harbour and during the voyage. His handling 
of the ship had only once been challenged. \\ hen he had oidered an 
increase in speed and Yossi had asked if it w as 1 ea y ^ 

add to the passengers’ seasickness. Reverend Grauel remembered 
how ‘Ike had snapped and asked what did the passengeis want. 
Coping with their sickness or ending up behind wire in a British 

concentration camp?’ 

Now, kneeling beside each patient, Ike expressed his concern at 
wTat they were suffering and promised they would soon be landing 
and in hospital. However, reaching the two injuied boaideis, he 
glanced at them and moved on. As Reverend Grauel recorded: \\ hat 
could Ike say? The wounded sailors were the result of'what the British 
had done. You can’t thank them for that. But I could see in Ike's face 
his concern that some of our in jured could be close to death.’ 

In one corner lay the bodies of ZrVi \ akubovich and \Ioidcchai 
Baumstein. their faces covered with pieces of'cioth. There had been no 
time to move them to Ike’s cabin, where Bill Beinstein la\. Rcxticnd 
Grauel wondered how many more would die among the hundred 
injured that lay on the deck or w ere j:)roiq)ed against bulkheads, blood 
seeping through their bandages, d o him the nurses 'were heroic 
beyond descrij)tion. diieir faces were sjDallered with blood and sweat. 
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Whatever was going on outside the hospital they reassured the 
wounded there was nothing to wony about. Their calm courage was 
a huge help. And there is only one word for Dr Cohen. Magnificent.’ 

Out on the deck, away from where the less seriously injured lay, 
Ike noticed Dr Cohen and Yossi in deep conversation and Joined 
them. The physician asked the captain for his impression of what he 
had seen. Ike said that some of the cases looked very' bad. Dr Cohen 
explained that five were so severely injured that they were unlikely to 
live another day unless they received blood transfusions - and he had 
no plasma or suitable equipment. The only place such things would 
be available was on the British ships. 

Yossi interjected that almost certainly they would provide medical 
assistance if Exodus surrendered. Once more the three men stood in 
silence, considering the situation, then Dr Cohen said, ‘From the 
medical standpoint surrender would be acceptable. Their ships will 
also have good doctors who could assist.’ 

Yossi gathered himself and when he spoke his voice had a new 
authority. Just as Ike had command of the ship, he was in charge of 
the safety and well-being of the passengers. From what he had heard 
and seen, surrender was no longer up for discussion - it was now a 
matter of urgency. 

Ike’s voice took on a sudden hardness. Why should they trust the 
British to honour any conditions of surrender? Their continuous 
ramming of the ship had terrorised the passengers. They had already 
murdered Bill Bernstein and two passengers. Meanwhile, Exodus was 
coming closer to its destination. 


\ ossi could not quite conceal his own anger. ‘We will never reach 
there! I here’s been so much damage done already by their ramming 
that we could sink before that!’ 


d heir raised voices fell silent as thev stared at each other. Dr 
Cohen calmly intervened to say that only the lives of his patients 
mattered to him and if surrender was the best way to achieve that, 
so be It. Hax'ing made his position clear, he took a step back, leax ing 
Ike and \ ossi to continue to confront each other. 

Ike gathered himself, his voice once more measured. He too 


ictirint^ the scurs ol huttU'. tlic (locks iit lliiilu j)oii. \\ tilting on tlu 

oldicrs to bring passengers ashore. Many were i)nt on board jxrison shi|)s. 
)ne of the j)ress ])hotograj)lu‘rs who turned the story ot the Iwodus into an 


dockside tire British 
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The fight is oxer: Britisli soldiers lead away the injured and the destitute and the frightened to a 
proeessing station at Haifa j)ort where they would he subjected to a l)ody search Iteforc their 
injuries were examined. Some were treated. Others were taken to one of the j)rison shij)s, where 
the\' rcceixcd minimum medical attention. 



1 he \i)i('es ol thousands ol |)assengeir. singing ‘I latikxalf, the 1 lehrc'w hymn of hope floated down 
to the {|uay>nle as the first of the' wounded was carried off the ship. .More than one jtassenger 
owed thi'ir liU' to Pk* skill of the ..hip’s dortoi', ^ ossi (ohen. Dui'ing the relentk ss sea battle he had 
bound head injuries, ..titehed wounds and found tune to comfort terrified mothers cUid ehildren. 











I'lic shi|)’s doctor, ^'ossi C()hcii, 
wliosc medical ad\ icc swayed 
Ike Ahroiiowitz to surrender the 
l:)attered shij) to tlie navy task 
force. Ike did not want to 
surrender and insisted he could 
bring the shij:) to a landing 
beach near 1 cl Aviv. But Dr 
Cohen, su])])orted by ^ ossi 
Hard, argued that further lives 
would be lost unless medical 
help was summoned from the 
navv. 
















A photo taken by soldier Harold (iardner of Palestinian soldiers, safe on dry land, looking over 
at the battered hulk of the Exodus in dock at Haifa. 



ReveiHMul John Stank'y (iranel, 
.American (Ihi istian (lomini(i(‘(' 
I nit('d .Nations and his graphic 
d('cision on partition. 


an ordained inethodist minister, i>avo nj) his ministry to join the 
for Pah'stine. .A passenu^c'r on the \’oyai>e, he testified at the 
ticcoimt, bas('d on his diary, marked a tnrniny; point in the I N 













Mothers asliorc with their eliilclren, wlio ^ave a jxhsitant nieanin^r to the odyssey oi'Exodus. But 
even as tliey were liavin^ their papers eheeked, they were told they were being sent baek to 
Germany. All they would see of the land they had dreamt ol lor so long was the eseoited w'alk 
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to the prison ships. 



I'he Ocean 17^0/// at j^ort in Haifa. 'The Ih itish ;\rmy .si)ok(\sman told rei)orters Irom all over thv 
world that the greN-hulled ship had been eonxcM ti'd into a ‘eomlort sluj) lor relugees. In reality 
it j)royid(xl the harshest conditions of all three i)rison ships. I'or breaklast there was only salty 
tea and maggot-infe.sted biscuits. Sui)p(‘r consisted of jxitato .souj) .swimming with maggots. 
Pass(“ngers wc're told to (‘at the maggots as tluw weo' •|)rotein . 
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Britain’s Forcion Secretary, Ernest Bc\ in, had approved the use of three wartime transj)()rt 
shi])s to In iiyor the Exodus j)assenQ;crs back to (ierniany, fitted out witli ca,<>;cs to contain the 
passen«ers. Bc\ in had j)lanncd to ]Dut them ashore at Fort-de-Bouc. the starting' |)oint of 
the x'oyage, but the Frcneli gox ernment I'ound itself embattled witli Be\ in o\’er landing 
conditions. 



I'Aodus p<i ^svngei's .sit in tlu' hold of tlu* British transport shij) Ruunvuiedc Park ds tlie ship arrixes in 
I oi t-de-Bouc in 1' ranee. 1 )(\sei-ibed I ty a Ihitish Army spoki'sman in Haifa as a ‘hosjtital ship', it 
\\.i - in lac t ,1 pi ison hip. I here* was a latrine w ith .si.x hole's to sc'rxc thi' 1.3()() jK'ojth' on bo.ird. 

below dec k.. the' hold bc'cainc- then' lix ing room and bedroom. In rc'alitx' tlu'x ate' and slej)t c>n 
the' tc'c'l lloor. 











Ml Ills lil'c Mc.rcla hai Roscinciii liad Iktii a l.■a<l(•l ; in llic- W arsaw sIk-iih uprising, ii.spii iii!> Ins 
r,-ll(,w I’niisli laws lo linln ihc Na/.is wiili barn hands. ()n lin.n il liuidus hr hail nvairri rrnnps in 
lighl Ihr Knyal .XasT bnardini; pai lirs. l•lnally hr brranir ihr voirr nl'lhr rrUigrrs on ihr 
Hunmmmle l‘(iik. a prison ship nainrd ahrr ihr silr whrrr .Magna (iaria was signed. 
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Life on board the j^rison sliij) takinor the ])assenger.s Ijack to Europe. 



As ilu- pri.son ships sat at anehor in the bay olMarseilles and the refuoees refused to disembark. 

H)ai loaded with food was tabm out eaeh day to the ships bv members of tiu' Haoanali. 


a sin: 












Frcncli-born Noali Kliegcr was a resilient eainp sur\ i\ or wlio was not onlv uselul on l)oarcl the 
Exodus for translating and organising the passengers, but also beeaine a hero among the 
passengers for his epie swim after diving olVone of the prison ships. Here we see him in 194/ 

and more recently. 



When Kxodus arrived at bort-de-Boue the I laganah eneonraged newsivt'l an. 
to film the Exodus jiassengers on the three pri^on ship>. I'he newsreeb beeainv 
eiiKMiias around the world and the i)hotos made th<' front pages. 


1 still i'anti't'amen 
thi' K'ad stori.'s in 
















'I lie I'.riilsli |)aiali(«,|K-i-,s urrc (,nl. i,-,l i,, ,lral lirnily uiili male passcimns. hi ilu-ir hands ihov 
(Inti h ihi sn 1 1 h.iloiis ihry laid l)<‘rn ordered to use hy their eomntandint>; otlieer at I lamhnre. 












A clenionstralion in Italy 
against illegal immigrant 
return. The banner jDictures 
Bevin as a Nazi. In cities and 
towns all ON’cr Fairopc there 
were similar j^rotests. 


Kept behind barbed wire the 
media still managed to get 
their stor\'. It made headlines 
around the world. 
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British Club Jews to Force 
Them to Land in Hamburg 

_NewYork World •Telegram ^ - 

lEFIANT JEWS BATTERED, HOSED 
lARTED Of t THIRD REFUSEE. SHIP 

'ritisb Club Jews Resisting Landing'pS^i 
1 1Hamburg-Hitlerism,'TheyCry 
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Hainhuro's wliarl was lined w ith Brilisli troops from the Sherwood Foresters battalion wlio 
were sent on l)oard the prison slh|)s to dra,o' the refugees out of tlie holds, aeross the deek and 
down the i»an^Avay to tlu' (|nayside. Some were beaten w ith batons or kicked. 



1 a.ss( n(;(Ms m.ik(' their way Iroin da* pi ison ship to oiu' ol tlu' trains at I lambnro |)ort to take 
lh( in to a d( t( ntion (amp. 1 he rehii>(‘(‘s cried out at tlu' row ol watehiiiij; solditas that they were 
beino returned to .Xnsehwit/.. 'Flic troops stared indiirerenily. Fhe jews were herded into old 
wooden rail coaches w hich rumbled out into the (h'rman eonntrvside. 











Yosef Reich’s .graphic account of the battle is unforscttal)le. He was an eye witness 
sliooting liy tlic na\y l^oarclcrs. His account challeniocd the claim later made by the 
that it was the sound of Clhincsc lire crackers they were usintj; to simulate gunfire. 


to the 

Roval Xa\A- 
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Rci( h’s papers a( I'opireiKloir. I liey read: '1 Ic.lder (il iliis No. 11! I!! is a Maapil ol'INodus I'd 17; 
llc/she was hroilKlil l)V lone to < iernialiy lioiii I lailii, and Is in exile on ins way l>aek lo I'.ri'l/.dsrael . 
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u‘\\atclilou CM ai 1\)|)|)( ik1(>i'I s l)isj)la('c'(l IVrson's Ciainp stands as a shockinij; reminder ot 
the grim arelhteetnrc' of tlu' Xa/i dcaith eamps: tlic' watehlnl sentr\', the dirt\' ground, tlie 
haihed wne, the ('mj)t\ space beyond, known in the' dc'atli eam|)s as the' killing tie'lel, wlu'i'e' any 
('seape'c would lie mowed down l)\’ a sentr\ on the' watehtowe'r. Ile'ie' the' re'lnge'e's can stand 
and wait Tor rek'asc' not de'ath. 












tlic rctii^ccs were l)o\' Niills (tliircl from left) t\n(l Cieitilcl I^tUicltiu (f<.ii Hotli men 

were j^art of a ])lot to sabotaaje Empire Rival, one of tlie transport shij)s. 1 lie intention was to 
force the ship to clock and ,t>i\c the iiasscnsjers a clianec to escape into France. Dov had 
smii^_^lcd ten kilos of dynamite on hoard the ship. Fandan ht'ljic'd to cone(til them. 




In the l ei .Aviv Mirsenm, on IViday 1 I .May FMH, l)a\ id Ben-(inrion read:, ilu' IVorkunair ai 
of (he State of Israel. .\l)o\ e him is a |)ietnre ofTluMulore 1 ler/1. 














()n 2r) Aumisi 11);)2 a nnsicrious lire l)r()k(‘ out 
SIkmiu'u l)(“a('li as part ol a |)lau to turn lu'r int( 
tried to sakas^'e lier loi' seiap. I o do so tlu'v cut 
wreck suddenly sunk back to tlu' bottom ol tlie 
to witiu'ss li(‘r (Mid was Ike. 


on board Exodus. It had 
) a lloatino museum. In 
her in half. As the 1)(0U 
sea. riiere she remains. 


been moored oil 
1954 an Italian Hrm 
broke the surface, the 
I hc only crew member 
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regarded it as his priority to save those patients. But in a lew hours 
the ship would be closer to their landing beach, d'hen all the medical 
help they needed would be available. He could send a message to 
Tel Aviv to arrange that. Yossi asked Dr Cohen whether that would 


be too late. The doctor said it was a strong possibility. Perhaps 
someone should go to the British commander on board and inform 
him that the ship was ready to surrender in return for guarantees of 
urgent medical help. 

Having distributed bottles of water, Reverend Grand came out of 
the hospital to join the group. He agreed that surrender w as the only 
option. 

It was Ike who now broke the silence by reminding them that he 
had signed on as captain for a voyage to show' that the British 
blockade could be broken. Such a triumph would resound around 
the w'orld and mobilise public opinion in support of the right of all 
Jews to go to Palestine. To surrender now would undermine all the 
planning which had brought them so close to the landing beach. 

Once more the silence stretched out between Ike and \ ossi. 

Yossi Reich was among the passengers who overheard the 
confrontation: ‘Hard was not a sailor and he did not know' anything 
about how ships are constructed. He was a man w'ho was sent by the 
leadership and all kinds of people for whom w e did ha\’e so much 


regard.’ 

A more moderate view' came from Rexerend Grauel: 'It was 


paramount that the ship reached shore as quickly as possible. I heard 
Yossi say that Ben-Gurion wanted people not bodies brought to 
Palestine. Water had begun to pour in through holes in the 
superstructure. We had the choice of asking for a ceasefire and 
surrendering, or continuing the struggle and reaching shore w ith the 
dead and wounded. Yossi’s concern, along with Dr Gohen’s and my 
ow n, made us decide in fax our of a ceasefire.’ 

Standing on the deck outside the hospital, Ike was left out in the 
cold and, when the time came I'or him and Yossi to go into hiding, 
tlie captaincy would be handed oxer to Bernard Marks, who had 
already been made first mate to replace the dead Bill Bernstein. In 
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his own mind Ike ‘was sure Yossi had already made his decision to 
surrender before we spoke. I don’t want to say any more. If he had 
been a seaman he would not have pressed for that decision. He 
thought the ship would sink under all the attacks. That did not 
happen and would not happen. Yossi was a political figure. W e all 
cared about our passengers. But they would have wanted me to sail 
on. I also had no doubt that I would have landed them all.’ 

Ike had sent for Marks and told him Exodus was going to surrender 
and he was to become captain. The 24-year-old former US 
Merchant Marine was a competent and respected officer who 
scarcely looked his age. 

Controversy continues to surround the surrender of Exodus. Neither 
Ike nor Yossi, right up to the latter’s death in 2009, would discuss 
the subject that had affected their relationship for years. Clearly, they 
were both brave, dedicated men, born leaders. Ike, the ship’s captain 
and a highly skilled and experienced sailor, always felt that he could 
have landed the ship. Yossi, his commander and, at 29, a veteran of 
the Haganah, was likely to have been more attuned to the intricate 
political chessboard whose players were in London and elsewhere, 
more likely to have been privy to the thinking in Tel A\4v' and to 
have had the broader picture in mind. For each of them, it was an 
agonising decision. 

Certainly, the whole episode has led to a considerable amount of 
speculation, including the claim by Stewart Menzies that the decision 
to surrender was part of a well-orchestrated Haganah plot. The MI6 
chiefs well-known dislike of Jews led him to write a report in 
September 1947 in which he asserted that the entire v oyage had been 
designed to embarrass Britain and hasten the formation of the State 
of I srael. All the ev'idcnce suggests the Menzies report was no more 
than an attempt to e.xploit Exodus for Britain’s own use, as well as to 
justify the attack on the ship. 


from the bridge of HMS Ajax, Sir John Cunningham and the cruiser’s 
ca|)tain and senior officers, together with Surgeon Lieutenant 
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Commander Gaskcll, the ship’s doctor, studied hxodus in tlie morning 
light. No one could recall such damage to a blockade-runner. 1 he 
rubbing strake around the hull hung loose in |)laccs, exposing the deep 
dent to the hull plates from the ramming. A large portion of the 
superstructure had also been smashed. Gaskell’s main concern was 
to get aboard Exodus and begin to deal with what could be a serious 
medical emergency. Lieutenant Commander Bailey had radioed that 
the latest number of casualties on Exodus were ‘well over 150 . 

Rev^erend Grauel made his way along the passage in search of a 
senior naval officer to whom he could oiler the ship’s surrender. 
Suddenly a cabin door flew open and Murray Aronofl emerged, his 
eyes blazing with fury and clutching an axe in his hand. He screamed 
at Grauel, ‘They are killing women and children! That’s what they 
are doing! Killing them! So I am going to kill them. Rev!’ 

Down the corridor came three boarders, guns levelled. Rev erend 
Grauel grabbed AronofTs axe and handed it to one of the boarders: 
‘I explained that AronofT was plainly upset at all that had been 
happening. I pointed to my armband with the American flag I’d 
sewn on, explaining I was a US citizen and a reporter for a religious 
newspaper and I wanted them to take me to their commander so 
that I could discuss surrender with him. They just looked at me hard 
for a moment then said I was to follow them.’ 

Minutes later Reverend Grauel stood face to lace with Lieutenant 
MacPherson in the wheelhouse. From the deck below came the 
renewed shouting of Aronoffi ‘The sons of bitches are shooting 
women and children! Babies are being drowned in the bilges! They 
are worse than the Nazis! They are the Nazis!’ 

Reverend Grauel firmly ordered Aronofl to be quiet. On the 
hurricane deck the fighting had resumed. The burly New \ orker fell 
silent. For a moment the nav^al lieutenant and the minister looked at 
each other. The sound of fighting had increased. 

Reverend Grauel shouted, ‘Stop! All of you, stop now!’ 1 hen he 
turned back to Lieutenant MacPherson and asked il he would givT 
the same order to his boarders, d’he lighting stopped. Beyond, the 
task force circled, its decks lined with armed sailors. Lieutenant 
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MacPhcrson asked for the ship’s captain to be brought to the 
wheelhouse. 

Shortly afterwards Marks reached the wheelhouse and conhrmed 
that he vv^as the captain and would take the ship to Haifa. 
MaePherson said he would arrange for additional medical help. 
Marks rang up ‘stop’ on the engine-room telegraph. Exodus began to 
wallow in the water, surrounded by her captors. 

In his destroyer’s log, Lieutenant Commander Bailey noted the 
surrender had been accepted at Sam. 

Over the lotidspeaker system the new captain announced that the 
fighting had ended and shortly the navy would be sending a medical 
team on board. 


Dr Cohen and Lieutenant MaePherson were waiting when the hrst 
team, led by Surgeon Lieutenant D.C.S. Bett, came on board from 
HMS Chequers. Shortly afterwards he was joined by Stirgeon 
Lieutenant Commander Gaskell. As well as Gaskell and his three 
sick-bay attendants, including GeoO Glover, Bailey sent ov'er another 
SBA. There were eight experienced doctors and nurses ready to help 
Dr Cohen as he led them to the hospital. 

It was the team’s first close look at the damage and, for Bett, it was 
‘a shock. There were huge holes in the superstructure and you cotild 
see men and women standing inside staring at us. The decks were 


littered with spent Hares and smoke bombs.’ 

Whth the grotip were boarders ready to deal with any renewed 
lighting, btit only shouts of anger from below caused the medical 
team to glance around tincasily. Dr Cohen explained it was simply 
{'ear that had pro\ oked the reaction. Reaching the hospital, the navy 
doctors and nurses sj)lit u]) and moved from patient to patient, while 
Dr Ck)hen and his own stalf explained their injuries. 

I he doctors held a brief meeting and agreed that the three 
boarders two Iracture cases and a burns injtiry among the by now 
IbO injured would be treated bv Bett. The more serious casualties 
would be d('alt with by either Dr Cohen or the two navw doctors. Dr 
C.olum’s nurses and the SBAs would treat the others. The two 
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I'atalilics - Zvi Yakubovich and Mordechai Baumstcin vvf)uld be 
carried by crewmen to join Bill Bernstein in the temporary mori^ue 
Ike’s cabin had become. Gaskell exjdained to Dr Cohen that neither 
he nor Bett could perform surgery for severe head wounds as they 
had no specialist equipment with them, or on board the ships. 
Neurosurgery could be carried out only when they reached Haifa. Dr 


Cohen agreed. 

By then steering control had been restored, once Marks had 
ordered Cyril Weinstein to come forward from the stern wheel and 
take over the steering from the wheelhouse. Exodus began to mov e 
slowly forward in the morning sea after Surgeon Lieutenant 
Commander Caskell ordered its speed reduced to enable the medical 
team to work more easily. 

In the meantime, Ceoff Clover had been ordered to search for 
more wounded. Blinking in the gloom, the bespectacled young SBA 
picked his way further down into the ship. Sensing that the boarder 
at his elbow - assigned to be his escort - was neiwous, he told the 
man to remove his gas mask and not use his cosh to intimidate any¬ 
one. Panic or confrontation was the last thing Clov'er wanted in the 
confined space below deck. Time and again he smiled at passengers, 
assuring them the fighting was over and he was only there to help. 

It w^as only when he entered the superstructure and began his 
descent that the distinctive smell struck him. Anyone who joined the 
navy had to get used to the mix of engine oil, food and, for those who 
worked in the sick bay, chloroform and antiseptic, along with the 
body odour from scores of seamen sleeping in hammocks. But this 
was as if a cesspool had been emptied and was seeping up the steps, 
a sickening, eye-smarting stench that threatened to make him and 
his escort vomit. 


Ev'ervwhcre there was evidence of the battle! pieces of wood from 
0 

broken bunks and emj)ty bottles. Cabin doors had been lipped 
from their hinges and, when Cdov’er opened those which were closed, 
he w as confronted mostly by women and children who stared at him 

sullenly. 

While the boarder watched, Clover rummaged in his backpack 


276 


Operation Exodus 


and began to treat bruises and minor cuts with ointments and 
bandages. He had seen newsreel footage of prisoners released from 
Nazi concentration camps, but the people he looked at below deck 
were different. Two years after the end of the war, etched into their 
faces was all the pain of losing their family, their parents, everything. 
There was an empty look about so many of them, as if they had tried 
and failed to recall once-familiar faces, a look that aged them as if 


they had also tried to expunge other memories that one day, perhaps 
soon, would die with them. He realised he didn’t know very much 
about the history of these people. Perhaps it was being expressed in 
the singing he had heard coming from somewhere else in the ship. 

As Glover descended deeper into the ship he came across a group 
of children squatting round an elderly woman. She pointed to a 
number tattooed on her arm, standing out on her pale skin, explain¬ 
ing in halting English that she and the children had all been in 
Buchenwald. She motioned for Glover to leave; it had become a 
familiar gesture when he offered treatment. The medic wondered if 
their reaction was a legacy of the camps, where to ask for anything 
could lead to a beating, or even worse. Elsewhere, those who allowed 


him to help smiled gratefully and more than once cried as he tried to 
ease their pain. 

Distributing his medicine and tablets, Glover saw that in places 
the gangways were smeared with faeces and the smell made him gag. 
More than once he sensed the anger his presence provoked, even 
when he patiently explained that he only wanted to help. 

Freddie Kronenberg had been sent below by Dr Cohen to see if 
Glov^er and his escort needed help. Freddie recalled: ‘God knows 
what they were expected to do down there. Checking them all would 
take hours. There w ere enough passengers who could need attention 
to fill a large hospital.’ 

Freddie stayed with Glover, acting as a translator. Finally, his 
backpack em|)ty, the SBA made his way up on deck, breathing in 
the fresh air and wondering how much longer all those below would 
remain in such fetid conditions. 
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Immediately after his successful mediation Reverend (jrauel had 
gone to the radio shack and sat before his microphone. In his sweat- 
stained shirt, with his crucifix glistening against his suntanned chest, 
his long blond hair plastered to his forehead and his blue eyes, he 
had the look of a medieval figure. His voice contained a 
combination of excitement and lucidity: ‘ I his is John Stanley 
Grauel broadcasting live for the last time on the Voice of Israel 
from the Haganah Ship Exodus. Today we have surx ived attack by 
the might of the Royal Na\^. On our deck arc the dead, the dying 
and the wounded. But the rest of our 4,500 immigrants have 
survived to reach Eretz Tisrael. Though we have been compelled to 
sail to Haifa, we are coming home in triumph. Out of defeat has 
come vdetory.’ 

In the hospital. Surgeon Lieutenant Commander Gaskell and 
Surgeon Lieutenant Bett wrote a short case note and pinned it on each 
patient they treated. Many of them were teenagers who had, in Bett’s 
words, ‘Come off very much the worse yet were quite aggi essK e. But 
once they were treated and told we were going to Haifa they calmed 
down.’ Seeing how low the medical supplies had become, Gaskell 
asked MaePherson to radio HMS Ajax to send over more. 

By early afternoon Reverend Grauel and his galley staff had 
prepared what he called ‘a makeshift meal of the last of the potatoes, 
together with the rest of the tins. We had enough water as one of the 

destroyers had sent over supplies.’ 

Ike had removed his captain’s cap — it would never be found again 
— and, dressed in blue denims and vest, he walked among the crew 
and passengers, speaking to them quietly. 4 o the watchful boarders 
he looked like another teenager. Sometimes he would glance up 
towards the battered wheelhouse. Outside the radio shack stood a 
boarder, rifle in hand. Ike nodded to him and moved on. Lnaxa 
Barak and Harold Leidner were no longer there. 

In the wheelhouse Lieutenants Pearce and MaePherson stood 
behind Cyril Weinstein at the helm. 'They could see in the distance 
the shimmering outline of the coast of Palestine. 
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Since early morning in Haifa, Tel Aviv, Netanya, in all the towns 
and settlements of the Yishuv, everything appeared to have closed 
down: shops, factories and offices had not opened their shutters. 
Their occupants had started converging on the port of Haifa after the 
radio announced that Exodus would arrive there before sunset on 
their Sabbath day. Also heading for the harbour were print and 
newsreel cameramen who had been briefed by the Haganah High 
Command. 

On the outskirts of Haifa tanks, half-tracks and trucks filled with 
troops emerged from the barracks and began to seal off the port area. 

Inside a Mandate stalfcar, Nlajor Philip Cardozo, wearing the red 
beret and rank ensign of the British 6th Airborne Division in Palestine, 
nodded approval. In his early forties, he controlled his emerging 
paunch by daily army callisthenics, determined to be as fit as his 
young paratroopers. However, despite his exercising he had 
developed a double chin, fleshy lips and chubby jowls, gi\ ing him the 
appearance of an overfed child. In a jacket pocket was his Order of 
the Day. It had been signed by Sir Gordon MacMillan, the 
commander-in-chief of British forces in Palestine. In the past two 
years the pinched-faced general had signed a similar order 47 times. 
Each one was to deport illegal immigrants arrested off the coast of 
Palestine. 

Major Cardozo anticipated that by sunset on this Friday, 18 
July, his carefully prepared plan would have seen the number of 
deportations increase by the arrival of Exodus. Nothing would 
stand in his way. Expulsion was part of his own family’s history, for 
the Cardozos had been expelled from Spain during the 
Inquisition. In Holland they had been persecuted for being 
Catholics and had finally settled in England. In the war he had 
served in the Eighth Army before being posted to the Mandate. 
But there was no mistaking his personality: he was as unbending 
as the major’s baton he twirled as he walked down the line of 
|)aratroopers standing at ease in the intense summer heat along 
the harbour waterfront. 

I A’cry so often he would pause to remind a paratrooper that when 
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tlie lime came he should smile. It was imporlant to get th(‘ 
immigrants oir/i^.Yor//o with no resistance. 

By the time he reached his olhce, a small cabin at the end of the 
harbour, Major Cardozo could see that the details in his Order of the 
Day were reaching completion. The pen where the press were to be 
held was already filling, its occupants contained behind a steel fence. 

The three navy transport shij^s — Runnymede Park, Empire Rival and 
Ocean Vigour - were moored at the quayside. Further along the quay 
was a fenced-ofl em])ty space where rows of chairs had been set out 
and a notice announced UNSCOP. Out on the water, all the fishing 
boats had been moved to the far side of the harbour. Further back 
on the quayside stood a line of militaiy' ambulances. 

By early afternoon a platform was trundled into place to face the 
reporters and cameramen. Standing on it, gripping its handrail. 
Major Cardozo smiled a welcome. Ruth Gruber, on assignment for 
the New York Herald Tiihune, noted: ‘He looked like a man who knew 
that this was a big show, maybe the biggest peacetime circus he 
would ever participate in, and that destiny had chosen him to be the 
ringside barker.’ 

He told them that shortly Exodus would arrive, but anyone 
attempting to talk to the refugees would be removed from the port 
immediately. Reporters scribbled furiously as he dispensed infor¬ 
mation. Her registered name was President Warfield . . . had sewed under 
the British flag on D-Day. Now sheflew the Hagan ah flag . . . Diy had crammed 
almost 5,000 on a ship designed to hold 400 . . . They ignored a request to stop 
resisting . . . Their radio here in Tel Aviv has claimed they had three dead and 
many wounded . . . We have no independent confnnation of that. 

Qiiestions rained down from behind the fence. 

The Daily Mail reporter asked what would ha})j)en to the 
passengers when they arriv ed. 1 he A’ew 1 ork Times rejDorter wanted 
to know if that was why the three ships were there. Fhe reporter from 
Reuters asked if they were going to be taken to Cyprus. Vhe Daily 
Plxpress reporter wanted to know il the Lease-Fend shi|:)s the Lhiited 
States had sent to hel]) Britain during the Second World War were 
being used as prison ships. i/Humanite ^ reporter asked il Major 
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Carclozo would comment on the suggestion that the ships were hio 
more than floating concentration camps’. 

Barely able to control his anger, Major Cardozo stepped off the 
platform and marched back to his office, twirling his baton furiously. 


Chapter 18 

The Return 


A t 3.30 that afternoon, 18 July, a Palestine Police launch came 
alongside Exodus and a uniformed superintendent climbed a rope 
ladder up to the deck before making his way to the crowded bridge. 
He then turned to Lieutenant MacPherson and asked him to identify 
the captain. The naval officer pointed to Bernard Marks. The 
policeman produced a notebook and asked for Marks’s papers. He 
handed over his American passport. After noting down the number 
and returning it, he formally arrested Marks for ‘breaching 
international maritime law by entering Palestine territorial waters 
for illegal purposes’. 

The captain calmly explained that Exodus had been boarded in 
international waters and that he had been forced to bring his ship 
into Haifa. That, he reminded the superintendent, was an act of 
piracy under maritime law. As an American citizen, he intended to 


report the matter to his government. 

The police officer shrugged, then demanded that Cyril 
Weinstein produce his papers and provide evidence that he was a 


qualified helmsman. The New Yorker flexed his massive shoulders. 
Marks’s glance warned him not to start a fight. Weinstein handed 


over his American passport. The police officer noted down its 
number and demanded to know how many of the crew were 
American. Marks replied that they all were. T’he superintendent 
stared at him and said they would all be deported when they 
reached Haihi. In the meantime, Marks was to ensure that no 


attempt was made to delay that. 
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GcoO Glover was helping to prepare the wounded for 
disembarkation, rebandaging their injuries and connecting fresh 
})lasma bottles. There were now 198 casualties, including several more 
boarders struck in the hnal minutes of the battle but suffering only 
minor injuries. The more serious cases had been placed close to the 
rails so that they would be the hrst to be carried ashore. Glover had 
himself been hit with a piece of wood as he had emerged on deck from 
l)elow. I'lying to ward off the blow, he had been cut on his wrist and 
mouth. He had quickly treated himself and joined the nursing team. 

On the deck below, boarders were picking through debris, col¬ 
lecting what Glo\'er called ‘trophies . . . anything to remind them of 
the day they went on board Exodus. One had picked up an alarm 
clock and another had acquired a Netherlands flag. Tins of food and 
potatoes were bagged, ready to be taken back to their destroyers, 
dliey would make a welcome addition to our rations.’ 

Throughout the afternoon passengers emerged from below, 
clutching their belongings as they came on deck and watched Mount 
Carmel becoming clearer through the heat haze. They joined in the 
singing of‘Hatikvah’. The tremulous voices of the 646 children on 
board brought tears to the eves of manv of the adults. 

Michael Stolowitzky would recall that several of the girls had 
managed to keep clean the dresses that the Jewish Agency relief 
workers had given them before boarding the ship. The garments 
carried the labels of stores in New York, \\ ashington and Baltimore, 
])aid for by fund-raising events. 


Gertruda had never lost her readiness to help, often leav ening it 
with a touch of'humour. Before the battle had started, she lay in the 
darkness in what little space was allotted to her and Michael and 
sang, knowing that in doing so she provided support to young men 
like Herbert Adler, who had watched his crippled mother being 
dragged from her wheelchair in Yienna and forced bv an SS officer 

y 

to scrub a street; I'aube Biber, who was only a child when he hid in 

a coal cellar in fVankfurt as other members of his familv were taken 

oulsid(‘ their home by an SS officer and shot dead one bv one until 

* / 

his pistol ran out of bullets; and John Fink, who had been ordered to 
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cany out from the brothel for camp guards in Buelieuwald tlie hodic'S 
ol young Jewish women who liad been shot after l)eing diagnosed by 
the SS camp doctor as having venereal disease, one of them his sister. 

On deck stood Aviva Porat, who had been one of Mordechai 
Rosemont’s group and had stood beside Gertruda hurling tins until 
there were no more to hurl. The teenager said that it had all been 
worthwhile for her as she watched the slopes of Mount Carmel 
drawing even closer, greener than she had ex er imagined. 

Rosemont stood beside her, white shirt open to the waist, black 
trousers rolled up, his long black hair ruffled by the wind, his eyes 
staring at the approaching coast. He had become a hero on board 
when people learned that he had been a leader of the W'arsaw 
Uprising and, when it failed, had led a group to safety in the Polish 
woods, where he had become head of a partisan group, waging 
ruthless attacks on the Germans. He had recounted his experiences 
in a matter-of-fact voice which made them sound ex en more heroic. 

Among the passengers on deck were the American crexv, planning 
to join the pa.ssengers xvhen they xvent ashore. They chexved bubble 
gum or smoked, talking quietly among themselx es, young men trx ing 
to control their emotions: men like Eli Khan, David Starek and Ax i 
Livney, xvho had been lookouts, spending hours sweeping the 
horizon xvith their binoculars. Some spoke Hebrexv xvith soft accents 
which seemed far from home. David Williams had the crisp x oice of 
Boston. .\il agreed that xvhen the time came they xvould attend the 
funeral of Bill Bernstein, the ship’s first mate, xvhose death had badly 
shaken them. They remembered hoxv, after a hard day s xvork 
building bunks in Portox^enere, Bernstein had staged an impromptu 
concert on deck, blackening his face and using a deck mop to hide his 
red hair as he sang in a passable imitation of Al Jolson. 

The boarders stood facing inxvards, backs to the deck rails, staring 
silently at the singing passengers. Among them xvas the man who had 
shot Bernstein. 


With the jexvish Sabl)ath just starting, Gyril Weinstein sloxvly steered 
Kxodus toxvards the fjreakxxater at Haifa port. H\IS (Jii/dfKs x\as 
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slightly ahead. The rest of the task force was spread out behind the 
steamer, matching her speed and keeping her boxed in. As Exodus 
moved across the harbour towards the waterfront of Haifa, with the 
slopes of Mount Carmel visible beyond, thousands of voices could 
be heard joining in the singing of the haunting and timeless 
‘Hatikvah’, which was to become the National Anthem of the State 
of Israel. 

A Reuters correspondent confined with all the other Journalists in 
their enclosure jotted in his notebook: ‘The battered steamer was 
flying the flag of Zion and as she turned into the harbour we could 
see her name: Haganah Ship Exodus 1947. It was a magnetic moment.’ 
Others watching Exodus approach, moving past one crane after 
another, raised their arms as if in salute. 

On the quayside the paratroopers adjusted their steel helmets and 
formed a line, guns at the ready, in front of the empty space where 
Exodus would berth. 

In their own enclosure the 11 summer-suited members of 
UNSCOP sat in their chairs, heads shielded by parasols against the 
sun, cooling themselves with fans Major Cardozo had handed out, 
together with the mimeographed single sheet of paper that identified 
Runnymede Park, Empire Rival and Ocean Vigour as ‘comfortable troop 
ships. Ocean is a hospital ship and equipped with beds and toilets and 
milk for mothers and children.’ 

1 here was no mention of when or to where the ships would 
depart. Major Cardozo confining himself to ‘soon’. 


The veteran reporter Ruth Gruber made another note: ‘Major 
Cardozo grins lor the camera. He knows this is a historic day. 
Destiny has chosen him to strut upon the stage. He does not walk; he 
dances on the |)ier.’ 

Sir Alan Cunningham, the High Commissioner, had made it clear 
that ‘Having three deportation ships waiting, full of illegal 
immigrants, in Haifa port was nothing less than a time bomb. They 
must depart as soon as possible.’ 

Since March, l)elbrc P.xodus had left France, the Irgun terrorist 
gang had already killed more than 20 British soldiers and sabotaged 
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the Haifa oil refinery. The arrival of Exodus could only lurtlH^r 
inflame a tense situation. The High Commissioner wanted the 
j^assengers deported as fast as possible, befoic the members of 
UNSCOP were caught up in the arrival they had reluctantly been 


allowed to witness. 

The committee was coming to the end of its five-week visit to 
Palestine and the Mandate authorities had taken care to provide only 
the minimum information on the fate of the immigrants. The order 
to do so had come to Sir Alan Cunningham from Foreign Secretary' 
Ernest Bevin before he flew to Paris to take part in further discussions 
on the Marshall Plan. While in Paris, he told the French Foreign 
Minister, Georges Bidault, ‘ This was by far the most difficult and 
dangerous boarding so far and we cannot consider a repeat opeiation. 
Two of our destroyers have been damaged and one of them, HMS 
Cheviot, will be out of commission for three or four months.’ 

It was against this background that Exodus moved slowly towards 

her berth. 


In the wheelhouse the Palestine Police superintendent and 
Lieutenant MaePherson stood behind Bernard Marks as a harbour 
tug nudged Exodus towards the space on the cjuayside a couple of 
hundred yards away from where smoke had started to rise fiom the 
funnels of the transports. The singing had stopped and passengers 
were looking uneasily from the ships to the quay, fiom where they 
could hear the harsh sounds of military^ commands sending tioops 
trotting to form lines in front of the transports. On the ti anspoi ts 
decks other soldiers were erecting huge cages; some pointed at Exodus 
and scratched themselves and beat their chests like monkey s. 

Soldiers were forming a semicircle towards which Exodus was 
slowdy moving. I’he ambulances moved closer, their back doors 

open, and on the quay was a pile of stretchers. 

On board Exodus the passengers facing towards the dockside saw 
the look of disbelief on the faces of the smartly dressed men arrayed 
in their own compound. In the ship’s pvow’ Rexerend Grauel 
motioned for the UNSGOP members to come on board. I hey began 
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to move towards the compound exit where Major Cardozo stood, 
smiling and twirling his baton. 

He explained that, reluctantly, he could not allow the committee to 
go on board Exodus^ for reasons they could see for themsek^es through 
the gaping holes he claimed the immigrants had created in the super¬ 
structure: ruined bedding, broken pieces of furniture and the first 
sniff of ov^erfiowing toilets they had broken. Because of the risks to 
their health from disease, the passengers must first be medically 
examined. Then, after a meal and a rest. Major Cardozo would see 
if they were willing to meet the committee. In the meantime, he 
suggested they should return to Jerusalem, where he would contact 
them when he had further news. 

Watching the committee being driven out through the port gates. 
Major Cardozo walked ov'er to study the faces staring down at him 
from Exodus^ baton twirling. Suddenly a potato whistled past him, 
splattering on the ground. He shook his head and walked away. 

On the bridge the pilot rang down to stop engines and Exodus 
drifted the last few feet to a halt against the quayside. 

Frank Stanczak and Nat Nadler arrived in the wheelhouse with 
the chief engineer, who was carrying a bunch of keys. As he started 
to hand them over to Bernard Marks, Lieutenant MacPherson took 
them. As Nadler moved to grab them, a boarder stepped forward 
and threatened him with a club. Stanczak swore under his breath in 
Hebrew. Lieutenant MacPherson smiled at Marks and remov ed one 
of the keys from the bunch, then handed it to the captain as ‘a 
souv enir’. 1 he moment of tension was over. 


(3v'er the ship’s j)ublic address loudspeaker Lieutenant MacPherson 
announced that disembarkation was to commence shortlv'. All crew 
members holding American passports were to remain on board until 
the last immigrant had come ashore after the injured had been 
brought oil. Any resistance would be dealt with firmly. Zvi Tiroche 
and his translators rei^eated the instructions in v arious laneruaffes. 

* O O 

Zv’i realised that any attempt to jump overboard — as he had heard 
some (){ the younger passengers discussing - was now out of the 
cjuestion. Police launches had formed a cordon on the harbotir side 
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iiiicl filter NlficPhcrsoii s ^niioiinccnicnl they luicl stcirtecl to drop 
explosive cliarges in the water. 

Zvi wiis part of another, and more daring, plan he had })layed an 
important j^art in formulating. Alter the decision to suilender, Ike 
had told him that the dozen Palyam crew members were to remain 


hidden on board the shi]). They would be smuggled oO when the 
time came and sent to sen e on other blockade-runners already being 
prepared in the United States. Zvi would remain with them and 
could later join the Palyam as it continued to expand. 

In the meantime, his responsibility would be to find hiding places 
for the crew members. Zvi had spent his time moving through the 
bilges and had come across a large, empty water ballast tank. In 
the huriw to leave Baltimore, removing it had been ox erlooked. He 

J 

saw immediately how it could sen^e his needs. 

First he had ordered all the passengers near the bilges to pack their 
belongings and go up to the deck. When the area was cleaied, he 
collected the Palyam crew and told them to bring ropes, spades and 
a hand drill down to the bilges. There they dug out the sand out of 
the bilges and used the ropes to pull the tank across to fill the hole. 
The excavated sand w as packed around the base or scattered in the 
other bilges. Under Zvi’s supervision, one of the crew drilled air holes 
in the sides of the tank. Another seaman was sent to a storeroom and 
returned with a large canv^as cov^er. Draped ov er the top of the tank, 
it hid the air v^ents so that from the outside the tank looked to be pai t 
of the ship. This would be their hiding place. Zvi vvained them that 
the air intake would be limited and inside theic would be no lOom 


to stand. They could bring only a few bottles of water with them and 
some food. He estimated they could remain in the tank for up to 12 
hours after they had docked. Meanwhile, they should return on deck 

and go about their normal duties. 

The time to enter the tank had come with Lieutenant 


MaePherson’s announcement. One by one, Zv i and the Palyam crew 

casually made their way down to the bilges. 

The silence was broken with the recitation of h'addish as first 
Bernstein’s body, then those of Mordechai Baumstein and Zvi 
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Yakubovich were carried off the ship and placed in an ambulance. 
Reverend Grauel had made the siorn of the cross over each bodv and, 
as they were carried down, hngered the rosaiy Bernstein had asked 
him to keep the night before the first mate’s prediction he would die 
before sunrise. Re\'erend Grauel planned to send the rosary to 
Bernstein’s family in San Francisco. 

In the hosj)ital Surgeon Lieutenant Commander Gaskell had 
arranged the order in which the wounded would be taken ofT. On the 
quayside the injured boarders were immediately loaded on an ambu¬ 
lance and driven to the military hospital on Mount Carmel. Then it 
was back to the ship for GeofI Glo\’er to continue helping to bring the 
rest of the wounded down. But unlike the injured boarders, the 
immigrants had their bandages remov ed by one of the army doctors 
to check whether their wounds warranted hospital admission. The 
majority were sent to the transport Ocean Vigour, the ship Major 
Cardozo had claimed was a hospital ship. 

By late afternoon the last of the wounded were still being brought 
ofi the ship. Nlajor Cardozo came on board and told Lieutenant 


MacPherson to allow Dr Cohen and his nurses to help bring the 
injured on to the quayside to speed up disembarkation. 

It was the first time Dr Cohen had seen the full extent of the 
damage and he wondered how Exodus had managed to stay afloat so 


long. Water was seeping through cracks in the hull and life rafts 
dangled over the side. Ex'erywhere the superstructure was ripped 
open. Idle sight confirmed to the young doctor that he must accept 
\ ossi s offer to remain in Palestine, where his serx ices vv'ould be 
iinaluable. When they were still in Port-de-Bouc the idea had not 
been uppermost in his mind, but the sax age attack on Exodus m\d the 


resulting casualties now made him determined to stav. 

I he number ol injured passengers he xvas helping to manoeuxTe 
down the gangway included 43 pregnant xvomen he had told Major 
Cardozo should be sent to the nearest maternity hospital. Smiling 
reassurance, the olficer had said there xvas no need to do that; Ocean 
f /^w/rhad all the facilities needed to delix er infants. Before Dr Cohen 
could cmcjuiie lurtlu'r, the' major was gone, stick tx\'irling, to 
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dctcrniiiic who should ^o in ru <iml)uhincc to hos])it<il cind who 
should be directed past a line of paratroopers to climb the gangway 
of one of the three transports. 

Dr Cohen realised that the shij:)s were for one purpose. Between 
them they would carry the immigrants from Haifa. He tried to find 
out where they would be going, but his questions were ignored. He 
watched a pregnant woman being slowly helped up the gangway on 
to Ocean Vigour by her husband, while nearby a smiling Major 
Cardozo shouted for everyone to move faster. 

Having seen the last of his patients being herded on board the 
transport. Dr Cohen returned to Exodus in search of \ ossi and told 
him he w^ould like to accept his offer to stay in Palestine. Yossi led him 
to a cupboard at the end of the aft deck and told Dr Cohen to lock 
himself in. The Haganah would do the rest. 


The Palestine Police superintendent escorted Bernard Marks and 
Cyril Weinstein off the bridge. In their place Lieutenant Pearce 
and other leaders of the boarding parties arrived and ga\'e Lieutenant 


MaePherson their reports. These would eventually go to Sir John 
Cunningham and then to the Admiralty. Subsequently there would 

be no formal inquiry into the attack. 

The boarding parties led by their officers tramped down the 
gangway to where launches waited to take them back to their 
destroyers. The responsibility for Exodus was now' in the hands of the 

British Army and the Palestine Police. 

While the superintendent brought Marks and Weinstein to the 


dockside, the remainder of the American sailors who had signed on 
at Baltimore were being brought ashore by more policemen. Among 
them was Nat Nadler, the Brooklyn electrician, whose head wound 
had started to bleed; Miriam Bergman had rebandaged it. Two of 
the deckhands, Lennie Sklar and Lou Sekwe, had helped the 


wounded Bill Millman, who had shared helmsman duties with 
W einstein until, defending the w'heelhouse, one of the boaideis had 


clubbed him. Pinned to his vest was a card: ‘Patient requires urgent 


hospitalisation’. 
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T he note bore the name of Surgeon Lieutenant Bett. 

On the quayside there was a brief discussion between Maj or 
Cardozo and an army doctor. The major wanted Millman put on 
board the Ocean Vigour. The doctor insisted he should be admitted to 
Tiaifa Military Hospital. He won the discussion and the helmsman 
was loaded into an ambulance. Major Cardozo drew himself to his 
full height and walked oil' to prepare his last task: supervising the 
transfer of over 4,000 immigrants out of Haifa by sunset. He had 
assured Sir Gordon, now General, MacMillan it would be done. 

Two police vans brought the American crew to the port police 
station. They were fingerprinted, photographed and body-searched 
before being charged with entering the country illegally. As they had 
no vasas, they would be held in Haifa jail until arrangements could 
be made to deport them. 

Reverend Grauel was told that as he had a valid visa, acquired on 
his visit to Paris, and because of his religious status, he would be held, 
at his expense, in the Savoy Hotel. It was where Orde \\ ingate had 
also stayed on his first night in Haifa. Rev^erend Grauel recalled that 
when he reminded the police olficer of the fact, the officer replied 
he hoped this would be his last night in Palestine. Rev erend Grauel 
had smiled. He had other matters to attend to. 


There was a romance between teenagers Aliza and Yosef that had 
caught the imagination of the passengers and, in their last hours 
below deck, their sleeping area had been concealed behind clothes 
draped on a line to give them priv^acy. In the morning, when they 
had come up on deck, the couple received small gifts and were 
clapped as they walked through the crowd like any other newly'weds. 

/Vll day they had stood on deck looking towards land as thev sipped 
from their small bottles of water and shared their plans to make their 
life together somewhere beyond the towering mass of Mount 
Carmel. I here were others doing the same, but perhaps none with 
the })oignancy ol Aliza and \ osef. Among them were parents who 
yearned lor their own children, gone forev er in the charnel houses of 
the concentration camps. For them Aliza and Yosef had become 
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family. Xhe sun was low in the sky when the couple were invited to 
lead the passengers when the order came to leave the ship. 

At the foot of the gangway a soldier stood behind a table stacked 
with three piles of paper bearing the stencilled names Ocean Vigour^ 
Runnymede Park and Empire Rival. He selected two sheets and handed 
one each to Aliza and Yosef: Runnymede Park. These were their 

boarding passes. 

As they moved forward, another couple were handed their passes. 
Major Cardozo’s loudhailer began to order: ‘Passengers must hand 
over all bottles, knives, pens, scissors and razors when arriving at the 
search table.’ Further along the quay were more long tables behind 
which stood paratroopers. Behind them were Arab porters. 

The contents of Aliza’s and Yosefs small bags were tipped out and 
rummaged through. Yosefs set of paint brushes and sketchbook were 
set aside; Aliza’s small hand mirror was thrown to the ground and 
stamped under a boot. When Yosef began to protest, Aliza restrained 
him. Their other belongings were stuffed back and their bags were 
given a sticker marked with the letter ‘C’. The paratrooper explained 
it stood for Cyprus. One of the porters stepped forward and took the 

bags to start a pile behind the tables. 

As Aliza and Yosef walked towards Runnymede Park the long line at 

the search tables stretched all the way back to the gangway and up 
to those still waiting to descend from the deck of Exodus. 

Reaching the deck of Runnymede Park, the couple saw that inside a 
wire-framed cage were some of the wounded passengers from Exodus, 
not speaking, lying on the deck, prisoners once again. A policeman 
with the neatly trimmed black moustache favoured by the Palestine 
Police opened a door in the cage and motioned the young couple 
inside. Aliza struggled not to cry and Yosef put his arms around her. 
Then the young lovers were escorted from the cage down below into 

a hold whose walls were made of metal. 

A group of Hungarian teenagers they had heard laughing as they 
climbed the gangway burst into tears. In the distance the loudspeaker 
of Major Cardozo continued to repeat his instructions. 
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The romance between Fira and Efraim had also developed. They 
explored their past lives and the more they did so, the closer they 
became, taking turns to listen attentively as they described their 
family histories. According to Reverend Grauel: ‘In the language of 
the time they were born for each other, sweethearts.’ 

Efraim was 29, the only surv ivor of a family of 10, and had been 
conscripted into the Red Army. The war over, he returned to 
Poland, making his way to Cracow. It was the time when the men 
from Aliyah Bet arrived in the city, looking for youngjews they could 
send to Palestine to work as kibbutzniks. 

Efraim knew he had an aunt and a brother who had gone to 


America when he was still a small child, but he didn’t know how 
to begin to find them. Going to Palestine could be a starting point. 
Besides, it was the only opening he could see for himself He had ‘no 
money, no relatives, nothing’. 

Efraim’s journey from Poland had taken almost a year before he 
had walked up the gangway to board Exodus. ‘I had no romantic 
thoughts in my mind, then I saw this young lady with all those 
children. I just thought she was the most beautiful lady on the ship. 
There were plenty of other women on board, but no one as 
beautiful.’ 

And so began their love story. Efraim had never thought of 
marrying anybody. He was impecunious and ver\^ much doubted if 
he had any immediate prospect of earning enough to keep a wife, let 
alone a family. He had been told that working on a kibbutz was 
hardly the road to wealth. ‘But when I saw Fira I told myself this is 
the time, now or never, lliat she is going to be my wife.’ 


Before the battle he had walked with her and the children around 
the decks, sat with Fira at meals and helped her with the children. He 
was like anv husband dev'oted to his familv. When the battle had 

* j 

started Ephraim was there, a protective arm ready to defend the 
woman and children he loved with a passion he had nev'er before 


felt. M ore than one of the /\merican crew members told Efraim he 
was the luckiest man on board. 

Efraim and Fira did not know how could they? - that their plans 
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lor the lutiirc to settle on <i kibbutz <in(l ruise their children would 
be crtielly threatened from the moment they boarded Rumymede Park 


As the three trans|)orts lelt Haifa in the late evening, the reporters 
who had remained penned u|) all day erupted. 1 heir story had 
sailed away before their eyes. I hey had not been allowed to 
interview any of the passengers. With the ships disappearing from 
sight, Major Cardozo returned with a bundle of press releases. As 
they scanned the document, several reporters shook their heads in 


disbelief and Maurice Pearlman, a Reuters correspondent, 
demanded, ‘Is this why we have been cooped up all day, while this 
piece of fiction was being concocted?’ 


The mimeographed document read: 


In order to remove any doubts which may have been raised 
by inaccurate broadcasts from the illegal immigrant ship 
President IVafJield, the following facts are recorded: The 
President Warfield arrived in Palestine waters early on the 18th 
ofjuly, carrying approximately 5,000Jewish illegals. In order 
to avoid being boarded, she took violent evasive action which 
in the ensuing boarding operation resulted in damage to 
herself as well as to ships of the Royal Na\^. Her sides had 
been planked up and barbed wire had been strung fore and 
aft. The boarding party met strong resistance backed up by 
tear gas, fire-works, smoke bombs, steam jets and various 
missiles. She also dropped life rafts from a height on to the 


decks of the naval vessels. 

One single shot and one burst of machine-gun fire were 
used by one of the naval ships against an immigrant w ho was 
threatening to decapitate one of the boarding party with an 
axe and another who was about to use a rifle. 1 he shot and 
burst missed, but frightened the men who dropjX'd then- 
weapons. No other fire was used by nax al jxMsonnel. Some fifty 
Na\y personnel in all were used in the boarding party. 

The President WaifiekUniQxt^d Haifa Port under her ow n 
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steam on the evening of the 18th. Two illegal immigrants were 
found to have died from fractured skulls and a third has since 
died in the hospital from the same cause. Twenty-seven others 
were admitted to Haifa Hospital: some of these persons, 
though not all, were suflering from injuries received when the 
President Warfield was boarded. Three naval ratings were injured 
and admitted to hospital. 


A batterv' of questions came from the reporters. Could they inten iew 
the injured? Where had the immigrants now been taken? Could they 
see the damage to the navy ships? Why had they not been allowed 
to inspect Exodus? Could the boarders be inter\ iewed? 

Major Cardozo ignored every question. Finally Pearlman 
traduced him, promising Cardozo would be held responsible for a 
public relations disaster. The major shrugged. 

Before driving away, he ordered buses to collect and drive the 
frustrated journalists out of the port. Nobody was to enter until 
the morning cleaning crew arrived. The major had ordered that 
instead of the usual Arab cleaners a Jewish company should be hired 
to have Exodus sanitised. 


The majority of reporters were headquartered at the Savoy Hotel. 
1 his time the story did not disappear under their noses but was 
waiting for them in the bar. Standing there, nursing a whisky, was 
Reverend Grauel. They recognised his voice: his broadcasts from 
Exodus had already provided front-page stories. Here was the eye¬ 
witness they had given up hope of finding. He did not disappoint 
them. His detailed account of events from the moment the battle 


started was later described in major newspapers as: 'A stunning in¬ 
dictment’, b\ public disaster for the British government’, ‘Behaviour 


not exj)ected of the Ibunder of democracv’. 

W ithin hours letters j)oured into the White House and the State 
I)e|)ariment, demanding the US administration protest to London. 
Rtilph Cioldman and the Jew ish Agency in New ^ ork organised 
demonstrations along the f.<ast Coast which cjuickly spread 
throughout North America. From their Jerusalem hotel, L^NSCOP 
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members revealed how they liad been refused access to the pas¬ 
sengers. In London the embattled Foreign and Colonial Olhee in 
Whitehall found its switchboard jammed with protest phone calls. 

Ernest Bevdn, supported by Prime Minister Clement Attlee, 
desperately tried to stem the growing tide of anger, arranging for the 
American crew to be immediately deported with all charges against 
them dropped. It did nothing to calm matters. 


One by one, members of the Haganah High Command slipped 
through the shadows into the building at 44 Hayarkon Street in Tel 
Aviv. Since dawn they had been in Haifa, monitoring developments 
in the port. At dusk, once the last of the immigrants were on board 
the transport ships, they had returned to Tel Av iv for a meeting with 
David Ben-Gurion. He knew that the fate of the Exodus immigrants 
could have a vital effect on the political discussions taking place in the 
United Nations General Assembly on the future of Palestine. 

Throughout the day he had been busy mobilising his contacts in the 
United States. In London Chaim Weizmann, having held no official 
position in the Zionist Movement since December 1946, tried and 
failed to meet Bevin. It was an approach Ben-Gurion did not welcome. 


In his hiding place behind the engine room, Ike sat on the cold steel 
floor, head resting against the hull on a pillow he had taken from one 
of the bunks on the aft deck. At sea the engine room would have 
been a place of shouted orders, the vibration of the engine at its 
normal cruising speed and the regular ring of the bridge telegraph 
with some change of course. Now there was only silence. 

He suspected that later, when he was oil the ship, he would be 
questioned about his tactics and decisions. He knew the ship’s 
logbook would confirm that Exodus had been unlawfully attacked in 
international waters, a crime on the high sea. He knew that the 
deaths of Bill Bernstein, his closest friend on board, and the two 
passengers were nothing less than murder. But he susj)ected that their 
deaths would nev'er be brought before a court. Saul Avigiir had once 
told him there was only one law, the one the victors made. 
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For that reason he had wrapped the log in an oilcloth and 
buried it in bilge sand, close to where Zvi Tiroche had chosen to 
hide the Palyam crew. When the time came Ike planned to retrieve 
the packet. 

Pressing his ear against the hull, he could hear English voices, 
paratroopers standing guard over Exodus on the quay. Ike wondered 
what there was to protect. The ship had been trashed, from the 
smashed side doors leading to the bridge wings and the 1 1 shattered 
windows in the circular pilothouse, all the way down below the decks. 
A less well-built ship could have sunk under such a hammering. 

The first light of dawn brought the sound of two trucks coming to 
a stop on the quay where Exodus was moored. There was a brief 
exchange with the paratroopers, followed by men in blue overalls 
and rubber-soled boots running up the gangway with their buckets, 
brushes and spraying equipment. Some carried two pails and brushes. 
Others had refuse bags. They were the employees of the Haifa firm 
ordered by Major Cardozo to clean and fumigate Exodus. Reaching 
the upper deck, they began to sing Hebrew songs as they^ moved 
down through the ship. 

Ike was the first to hear them, d smiled. There was nothing else for 
me to do. Just smile and wait.’ 

Coming closer to his hiding place was the sound of soft, rapid 
knocking, then there was a pause before the footsteps resumed, 
coming closer still, until there was a knock on his door. A voice called 
out, fSolel Bone.’ 


Ike repeated the words and opened the door. Standing there was 
a cleaner. Ike identified himself and the cleaner stripped off his 
overall. Underneath was another identical blue garment. The 
cleaner gave the first one to Ike and told him to put it on. Then he 
handed him a refuse bag and face mask and told him to start 
gathering up rubbish. When his bag was full he was to take it down 
to the trucks, still wearing his face mask, and wait in a vehicle. One 
by one, the rest of the hidden men, dressed in ox eralls and carrying 

cleaning equipment, came down the gang-\vays. The paratroopers 
ignored them. 
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When a voice called out outside his hidiiuj^ place, /j\\ I irochc put 


into action another plan the Haganali had devised to get the Palyam 
crew olTthe ship. Zvi recalled: ‘d'he British limited each passenger’s 
baggage to one item each. I he rest would be stacked on deck or on 
the quayside and collected for distribution later.’ The passengers 
were told that Sold Bone, one ol the largest Jewish companies in 
Haifa, with a serv^icc contract for the port, would collect the baggage. 


On deck, Zvi joined company employees carrying the luggage 
down the gangway. Hoisting an extra-large bag, he staggered down 
to the quay, dumped the bag in the l)ack of a waiting truck and 
jumped in beside the driver. ‘I was driven to Bat Galim, a Haifa 
suburb, and I was hidden by a family. I had a bath and shave and 
after a week I was sent to a Palmach training unit. I was in the navy.’ 

Within an hour the Haganah plan to extricate Ike, \ ossi. Dr 
Cohen, Zvi Tiroche and the Palyam crew was complete. As the sun 
began to rise, the last of the trucks drove out of the port, its driver 
leading the singing of ‘Hatikvah’. Seated beside Yossi, Ike opened 
his refuse bag and pulled out the ship’s logbook that he had retrieved 
from the bilges. The two men shook hands as they continued to sing. 


On Sunday 20 July, an estimated 15,000 mourners gathered at 
Martyrs’ Row in Haifa Cemetery to bury Bill Bernstein, Mordechai 
Baumstein and Zvi Yakubovich. The pallbearers included some of 
the American crew who had been released Irom jail. Bernstein s body 
was wrapped in the American flag, the other two in simple white 
shrouds. Reverend Grauel stood at the edge ol Bernstein s grave 


holding the rosary beads the first mate had given him. Somewhere 


in the crowd were Ike and \ ossi and members ol the 
Command. 


Haganah High 


Chapter 19 

The Gates to Hell 


O n board HMS Cardigan Bay radar operator Geoffrey Barvvell could 
see the three Ministry of Transport ships, Runnymede Park, Ocean 
Vigour and Einpire Rival - slow-moving blips in the centre of the 
convoy. Leading it was HMS Ajax, accompanied by HMS Province, a 
minesweeper, and, bringing up the rear, HMS Cardigan Bay. 

On deck were 60 paratroopers from the 6th Airborne Division, 
stripped to the waist, their red berets pulled low over their faces to 
protect against the morning sun. They would not be needed until 
the transports docked and the paratroopers would be ferried across 
to them to ensure that disembarkation went smoothlv, as had the 
embarkation at Haifa. The soldiers, like the immigrants, believed 
their destination was Cyprus. 

For the paratroopers, bringing refugees to the island from 
captured blockade-runners had become a familiar exercise in the 
past year, since Sir Alan Cunningham, the Palestine High 
Commissioner, had said there was no more room in the Mandate 
detention camps. 


Harwell knew that escorting the immigrants to the Cyprus camps 
was, as one paratrooj^er described, a journey to the gates to hell. Both 
detention camps looked little different from the Nazi concentration 
camj)s with their watchtowers, double rows of tow ering barbed wire, 
tin-roofed huts which made them unbearable to sleep in at night 
during summer and ice cold to touch in the frost of w inter. There 
was no j)lumbing and rancid-tasting water was brought once a day 
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in army water tanks. I here was often little more than a tin mug for 
each refugee. 

In the past year 25,000 Jews had been imprisoned in the camps. 
Every month 750 immigi'ants, along with an equal number held in DP 
camps in Europe, received Mandate entry permits for Palestine, the 
quota that Bevin insisted uj)on. The Eoreign Secretary had approved 
the order of departure to be based on ‘first in a camp, first out’. 

More than once a healthy immigrant had given up his permit to 
allow a sick inmate to leave, while he waited his turn to be released. 
The camp commanders called it a ‘fair and balanced method’. 

However, Barwell suspected that the blips on his screen were not 
heading for Famagusta port, the usual disembarkation point for the 
camps. During the night the radio traffic from HMS Ajax had ordered 
the convoy to reduce its speed to five knots, barely a crawl through the 
calm sea. No reason was given and on board HMS Cardigan Bay it 
added to the speculation that new orders were coming and that the 
mess-deck gossip had been right in its claim that their destination was 
Tripoli, with a view to off-loading the refugees for a camp in the 
Libyan Desert. Watching the blips maintain their course due west, 
Barvvell shrugged off any idea they were bound for North ^Africa. 

The convoy had stopped when Runnymede Park asked HMS Ajax to 
send over a doctor to deal with a medical emergency. Shortly 
afterwards came a report that a passenger on Ocean Vigour had 
jumped overboard and had been picked up by HNIS Providence. He 
claimed he wanted to talk to a relative on Empire Rival, but after being 
given a hot drink he was returned to his own transport. 

In the early hours of 21 July, the tone of the messages from HMS 
Ajax became more urgent. HMS W elfare and HMS Skipjack, both 
minesweepers, would be joining the convoy ofl Malta, from \aletta 
harbour, fiMS Erouthridge come to replace HMS Ajax. 

I he rumour spread through HMS Cmrdigan Bay that Exodus 
immigrants were being taken back to f ranee. During the night the 
frigate’s radio had picked up news reports that Be\in said he intended 
to implement refoulement, the policy of returning immigrants to their 

port of embarkation. 
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Britain’s Foreign Secretary failed to understand the enormity of 
the Pandora’s box he had opened with his decision. His misreading 
of the situation began with the telegram Sir John Cunningham, the 
First Sea Lord, had sent him immediately after he had come ashore 
in Haifa: ‘It is most undesirable that any mention is made that this 
vessel was boarded outside territorial waters.’ 

Bevin chose to ignore this while he pondered his next move to 
press the French government to bring ashore the immigrants at Port- 
de-Bouc. In the United States his hope of keeping secret the details 
of the attack on Exodus had been shattered by Reverend Grauel’s 
revelations. The New York Times had published details of where and 
when Exodus had been seized and Bernstein murdered. Within hours 
the Jewish Agency in New York had organised a 22,000-strong 
gathering in Madison Square, where the call was made for the 
officers of the Royal Navy task force to be charged with the murder 
of the first mate and piracy on the high seas. 

In Paris Britain’s ambassador. Duff Cooper, had warned Bevin of 
what would happen if refoulement was implemented: ‘Forcible removal 
from British ships is likely to proxade lurid anti-British propaganda, 
to which French public opinion may well be receptive in view of 
German persecution of the Jews under occupation. The man in the 
street is totally ignorant of Palestine problems and sees only in these 
illegal immigrants survivors of a persecuted race seeking refuge in 
their national home.’ 

Bevin sent an astonishing response to Duff Cooper: ‘Guards in 
ships have been instructed to use whatev er force may be required in 
order to deliver the immigrants into French hands. This action is 
being taken on the strength of a v erbal understanding reached 
between M. Bidault and myself’ 

I he telegram was followed an hour later by a second one: ‘We 
shall have to decide soon whether the conv oy is to proceed to France 
oi I etui n to Cyprus. But the French shotild not be giv en any 
indication at this stage that we are contemplating the latter possibility 
in any circtimstances.’ 

AIe<uivvbile, al a meeting in Pans the french Council ol \Iinisters 
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laid out its conditions for France to accc|)t the Exodus passengers, 
d'licv could disembark at Port-de-Bouc, i^rovided they agreed they 
were under no pressure to do so by the British government, d'hey 
would be fed and given accommodation, along with the right to live 
in France as long as they wished, but they could also make 
arrangements to go anywhere else in the world. However, it was 
emphasised that the oiler only a])])lied if no measures were taken to 
force them oil the trairsports. 

The proposal had been seen by Dull' Cooper as a reasonable 
solution to an escalating crisis. But alter the ambassador had conveyed 
it, the Foreign Secretaire’s office had resounded once more with Be\in’s 
fuiy. What the French did with the immigrants was up to them. But 
under no circumstances must its government help in any way to return 
them to Palestine. Duff Cooper was also instructed to inform Georges 
Bidault that Britain reseneed its right to remove the immigrants from 
the transports by all force needed il they relused to disembark. 

The ambassador’s response was the calm judgement ol a seasoned 
diplomat: ‘The forcible carrying ashore of 4,500 people ol all ages 
and both sexes will not only be a veiy se\rre strain on the endurance 
of those charged with the task, but will also allord a most unedifying 
spectacle, of which lull advantage will doi,i s ^ 

journalists and photographers.’ 

In Duff Cooper’s \'iew, not only would the French police and its 
army refuse to cooperate in any enforced disembarkation by the 
British soldiers on the transports, but such actions by the British 
would only further exacerbate mounting tension in the french 
media. 

The Foreign Secretary’s reply was the response ol a man gripped 
in continued fur\': ‘If the transports are to leave France with some ol 
their passengers on board we would ha\e to land them in Cyprus, 
dlierc is no alternative destination. 4’o cany these illegal immigrants 
to Cyprus after all that we have endured would certainly exi:)ose us 
to ridicule and amount to acknowledging defeat. 

Ridicule was not something Fi nest Bex in could tolerate any moie 

than defeat. 
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In his diaiy that evening DuIT Cooper had written the words of 
Madame de Pompadour: 'Apm nous le deluge' It was not long in 
coming. 


When Mordechai Rosemont came on board Runnymede Park in 
Haifa he had observed three things: the cages, the low spirits of his 
fellow passengers and the lack of leadership among them. There 

was nothing he could do about the cages, but the other qualities he 
would provide. 

The battle-seasoned guerrilla leader who had fought the 
Germans in the forests of Poland decided that he must ‘take the 
initiative to become the leader. The people were confused and 
frightened. No one appointed me. But they wanted answers and I 
was going to get them.’ 

First he needed to conduct his own inspection of the ship. 
Immigrants were crammed into its holds, a thousand in one, 500 in 
the other one. There were no bunks or bedding of any kind; they 
would have to sleep as best they could on the steel Boor. The only 
light and ventilation came from the cages overhead. By the time air 


reached the bottom of the holds it was noxious. The toilet facilities 
were on deck and consisted of tw o wash basins with only cold water 


and a row of communal lavatories, each dixided by a shoulder-height 
partition. Pieces of old new spapers hung on hooks and a trough 
flushed waste into the sea. 

For Yosef Reich: ‘Conditions were like a prison. \\Y were on 
deck in a fenced area, like a cage. The soldiers would open the 
fence gate to bring food. 1 hey were always swearing at us. Ex eiy 

morning they sprayed us with cold water and shouted, “Wakev, 
wakey, rise and shine”.’ 


I here were no beds, so Fira and Efraim, like the other refugees, 
slept on the steel floor ol the hold. Fira didn’t mind: ‘It broutrht us 
both together. With the children around us, it w^as xeiy cramped and 
we slept with our legs uj) under us because there wasn’t room to 
sj)read out. But being close to FJi aim, everything was beautiftil.’ 

One of'the army guards on board was Harold Gardner. He 
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patrolled outside the hit^h metal lences ~ what the passengers ealled 
cages - and had been told they were to stop anyone jumping 
overboard. ^ The cages also gave us better control over them. 1 he 
fences were about 12 loot high with a gate. If someone was sick and 
needed to go down to the hospital in the stern two of us were 
detailed to take him or her there. We were both armed so no one 
tried anything.’ 

Mordechai was a pragmatist. There was no way the sanitary 
facilities could be improved, but he would set up a system where 
people would form two lines: one for women and children, another 
for men. It was far from ideal, but offered some privacy between 

the sexes. 

The situation for cooking was one he could resolve. On Exodus 
there had been a constant call by the more religious Jews for a 
separate kosher kitchen. The sea battle had put an end to the request 
after Ike had told Yossi it was not an important issue. But Mordechai 
felt otherwise. Deported from Palestine and the prospect of enjoying 
their own kosher meals, he was determined they would have what 

was possible. 

Discipline was also going to be important. \\ alking through the 
ship, Mordechai sensed the anger simmering inside his fellow Jews. 
It was there in the way they glared at the armed soldiers; in the way 
some of the women turned their backs on them and spat on the floor; 
in the way men cursed the troops in Hebrew or \ iddish, or in one of 
their own languages. Mordechai also saw how jumpy some of the 
guards were, their fingers close to their triggers. He made a point of 
always smiling politely as he passed them. But he knew that a 
potentially explosive situation must be defused. 

Many of the passengers were the teenagers he had formed into 
the groups that had fought beside him on the upper deck of Exodus. 
He didn’t need them doing so on board the transport, but they 
could help with the distribution of food and water and make the 
lives of the other Jews more bearable. For this he would need 
authority. Mordechai had singled out the ship’s commander in 
charge of the soldiers. 
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Colonel Martin Gregson was the quintessential British Army 
officer. Tall and suntanned, his cap square on his head, the pips 
burnished on his short-sleeved shirt and his khaki shorts spotless, 
Gregson arranged to meet Mordechai in his office behind the bridge. 
Their opening conversation set the tone of their relationship. 
Mordechai recalled asking, ‘Tell me, mister, what is happening? His 
answer was, ‘‘I am sorry, I don’t know where we are heading. I ha\’e 
a closed envelope and at some point I will be told to open it. The 
minute I know where we are going I will tell you.’” 

Mordechai decided here was a man he could do business with and 


explained what he wanted. He would guarantee to maintain order 
among the immigrants and act as Gregson’s liaison, relaying his 
orders and referring requests from the refugees. To reduce tension 
the troops should be instructed to be more relaxed and friendly. To 
a man used to having his demands accepted, Mordechai said the 
passengers would require their own kitchen, separate from the one 
which served the crew and soldiers. It would pro\'ide the kosher food 
they longed for; there were a number of cooks among the immigrants 
who could produce it and the ship’s galley had sufficient utensils to 
meet religious requirements. For convenience’s sake, the kitchen 
could be set up on deck and Mordechai would organise mealtimes. 
On those occasions, soldiers would withdraw from the area. 


Mordechai explained that it was part of the privacy the immigrants 
wanted. 

Golonel Gregson nodded, saying he understood Jewish customs. 
But Mordechai had more to ask of him. ‘I told him I wanted an 
imaginative trench between his soldiers and the passengers. We 
wouldn’t step on his ground and he and his men wouldn’t step on 
ours. 1 here would be nurseries for children and svnaeoofues for 

* o o 

religious j^eople. No soldier was allowed in the slee])ing area. 
Passengers who became ill were to be taken at once to the sick bav 
and given the same treatment as anv soldier or sailor on board.’ 

C^olonel Gregson look a deep breath, smiled and said it was a good 
example of the jn isoners running a jail. Mordechai had put him in 
a difficult position. 1 he Foieign Office had insisted that the Jews 
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must not be given any encouragement that Britain would be soft 
towards them. 

The men looked at each other for a long moment, then (iregson 
reminded Mordechai the ship was named after the site where \Iagna 
Carta had been signed. He would do all he could to deliver the 

requests. 

After this, the colonel met regularly with Mordechai to discuss 
matters. That morning, while the other passengers breakfasted on 
food from the kosher kitchen, Gregson told Rosemont that the 
convoy was heading for Port-de-Bouc, where the immigrants would 
be encouraged to land by the French government. 


Since early morning on 28 July, a steady Bow ofv'ehicles had arrived in 
the once-sleepy port from where Exodus had sailed. Port-de-Bouc had 
now taken on the appearance of a boom town. Bistros and cafes 
had opened at dawn to cater for the arrivals. British and .\merican 
reporters, some of whom had travelled from Haifa, had been joined by 
correspondents from Paris and Marseilles, along with newsreel 
cameramen. They had filled in time waiting for the corn oy to arrix e 
by interviewing people in the town about Exodus. Some of the 
journalists for the international press had rented the few telephones 
available on a daily basis. 

One of the cafes, Le Provencal, had a bold chalked notice on its 
only pavement table: ‘Reserved’. The table had been rented by 
Count Frederick Vanden Heuvel and its other two occupants were 
Derek Vershoyle, the new commander of the NI16 station in Paris, 
and David Smiley, the Secret Intelligence Serxice spy along the 
Mediterranean coast. They sipped their coffees and slouched lox\ in 
their chairsj the count had his fedora hat pulled rakishly ox er one 
eye, carefully noting the number of ex eiy car. 

From time to time either Smiley or Vershoyle strolled |)ast another 


bistro, Le Commerce, to see who was newly arrixed among the 
French cix il serx ants from Paris. 'Fhere xvere ox er a dozen of them, 
in sombre suits and with open briefcases from xvhich they exchanged 
documents, including copies of communications between the 
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growing number of ministries and other organisations involved in 
the arrival of the con\ oy. 

I'here were bulky dossiers of correspondence between the Foreign 
Office in London and the Qjuai d’Orsay and other government 
offices in Paris. They included the Ministrv^ of Transport and Public 
Works and the General Public Health, represented by its inspector 
general, the handsome Dr Jean Gayla. Beside him sat the intense 
cigar-smoking director of the Assistance Publique de Marseille. The 
prefect ot Port-de-Bouc, a silver-haired elderly official, sat silent and 
watchful, overawed by the presence of such authority. 

On a separate table sat Marcel Pages and Andre Blumel. Pages 
was the deputy director of the Ministry of Interior, an Aliyah Bet 
sympathiser and a close friend of Saul Avigur. Andre Blumel repre¬ 
sented the office of Prime Minister Paul Ramadier. Seated between 
them was Hannan Sonneborn, recruited from the .Aliyah Bet office 
in Paris. A fluent linguist, he had been appointed as the group’s 
official translator. Beside him sat a senior officer from DST, the 
French intelligence senice. He had not asked to be introduced and 


everybody understood why. 


The cafe telephone at the end of the bar was manned by a clerk 
from the Ministry of the Inter ior who acted as note taker for all in¬ 
coming calls. Since dawn he had been busy writing down the latest 
demands from the Foreign Office in London, continuing to amend 
the Fr ench ofl'er to admit the immigrants. 

O 

Bevrn had insisted that the Fr'ench offer should exclude assurances 


that: ‘The Fr'ench government will not force them to disembark 

It will give refuge to all who disembark voluntarily . . . Only the 

french authorities will control the disembarkation . . . There must be 

no further discussion about returning them to Palestine . . .’ 

I he groLij) around the o\'al table had shr ugged aside the demands. 

Blumel and Pages had both pointed out that Be\'in was behaving in 

an outr ageous way when he demanded that their planned v isit to the 

immigrants orr the transj^orts when they arrived should not take 
place. 


I he Port-de-Bouc chief'ofjK)lice seated beside the prefect spoke 
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for the first time! ^We know these people from I^xodus. 1 hey 3.re not 
our enemies. I intend to treat them with respect when they come 

ashore as we did before. They arc good people. 

He sat back in his chair, staring at the men around the two tables 
until they began to nod. Then he tipped his peaked hat and smiled. 

Overnight a van load of gendarmes had arrived from Marseilles to 
police the port area. The road leading to the harbour had been 
blocked off and vehicles arriving in the town had their numbers 
noted and passports inspected. 

The exception was Saul Avigur’s car. Avigur was the Haganah 
chief in Paris and was later to be a founder member of the Israeli 
intelligence servdee, Mossad. After showing his pass, signed by the 
Marseilles police commander, he was waved through to the water¬ 
front. Sitting beside him was Yehuda Arazi. In the back seat were 
Ada Sereni and Rachel Biber. She was a graduate of the Haganah 
secret wireless training school in ^Marseilles who had been selected for 
a special task. With her fluent French, confidence and charm, she 
was going to pose as a nurse — a skill in which she had received basic 
training — and go on board the largest of the three transports, 
Runnymede Park. Her documents would show she was a member of a 
public health team from Marseilles, conducting the usual checks on 
all immigrants. In her nurse’s bag Rachel would also carry a small 
radio transmitter which would be tuned to a receiver ashore. She 


had equipped other blockade-runners before with radios, but this 
was the first time she would plant one on an armed British ship. Hei 
room in the waterfront hotel would face out across the haiboui to 
provide the best reception to and from Runnymede Park. 

Saul Avigur had rented all the hotel rooms on behalf of the French 
relief agency Entra’aide Fran^ais, a strong suppoitei of Aliyah Bet. 
As well as Rachel and Avigur’s two other passengers in the car, some 
of the rooms would be occupied by members of the Amencanjewish 
Joint Distribution Committee, who were on their way from 
Marseilles to the port and would work with Ada to stipply kosher 
food to the thousand observ^ant Jews on the transports. \ ehuda Arazi 
would liaise with the DST officer and together they Nvould go with 
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the official Frencli government delegation to \dsit the transports when 

they arrived. Nleanwhile, they would continue their surveillance of 
the three MIG officers. 


W aiting for Avigur outside the hotel were the rest of the Haganah 
team. They had brought around the coast from Alarseilles motor 
launches that had been rented and refuelled by Joe Baharlia, the 
energetic chief of the Haganah in the city, who had also selected their 
young crews. Before leaving Marseilles, the launches had each been 
equipped with powerful loudhailers. They were now moored at the 
pier outside the hotel, their skippers sitting around the tables out 

front. There were a dozen of them and Avjgur saw that Baharlia had, 
as usual, chosen well. 

The youths wore shorts or swimming trunks, the girls cotton 
dresses and skiits. Each had a Star of Oav'id around his or her neck. 
Foi Avigur there was a reminder of his own past in their enthusiasm 
and determination. Some came from England, while others had 
travelled from the United States, sent by their parents to help. As 
volunteers they received no salary, only expenses. Before they left 
Marseilles Baharlia had given them a pile of empty' tin cans with cork 
tops and explained what they w ere for. d hey were to use the 
loudhailers to tell the passengers on the transports to fill the tins w ith 
letters and toss them back down into the launches so thev could be 

J 

posted. 


Standing with the youngsters was a massiv e figaire in flowing black 
lobes, a rope belt girding his bulging stomach, wearing a wide- 
bi immed hat and with his bare feet encased in sandals. In one 
leathery-skinned hand he held a satchel. 


Yehuda Arazi had dubbed the priest Abbe Tuck - after Robin 
Hood s f liar I uck — when he became the Haganah’s first recruit in 
\ficliy France and his home a staging post for Jews as they fled from 
northern Eurojx" to reach the underground network Ada ran. 

d'he Abbe had come to Port-de-Bouc to see how^ he could help the 
immigrants when they arrived on the transports. His contacts still 
included a secretary in the British consufs office in Marseilles. Like 
him, she was a committed Zionist supporter. Down the vears after 
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he had heard her eoniession and dispensed his ])enane(‘, she would 
])ass on something she had overheard and hoj)ed was of interest to 

tlie Abbe. 

I’liat morning she had told him that the eonsul had received a 
telephone call from London telling him that the British government 
was facing a growing dilemma over the immigrants. From his satchel 
the Abbe j)roduccd a sheet of'paper on which he had jotted what the 
secretai'y had said. The consul had told his callei fiom the Foreign 
OfTice that the French government now believed the immigrants 
would not accept its offer to enter France but only wanted to return 

to Palestine. 

Saul A\'igur realised this was a dramatic development. Only a few 
hours before he had learned that the Haganah s trusted contact in 
London - Sidney Silverman, a Labour Member of Parliament - had 
discovered from his own French Embassy source that the Paris 
go\’ernment would be prepared to encourage the immigrants to go 
to Colombia, using the travel documents that country’s consul- 
general in Marseilles would issue. France would refuel and resupply 
the transports for the voyage at no cost to Colombia. 

In Tel Aviv the Jew ish Agency was discussing the idea. But as 
quickly as it surfaced it had been dismissed by the Colombian 
Foreign Office in Bogota, which made it clear that its govornment 
w ould not accept the immigrants because the visas were forgeries. 
The British ambassador in Colombia also sent a telegram to the 
Foreign Office: ‘Unless the consul-general, who is a retired army 
general, is out of his mind, or completely corrupt, it looks as if a 

forgery' on a grand scale has been attempted. 

While any plan to send the passengers to begin a new life in 
Colombia one that Bevin may well hav e supported - w as dead, 
nev'ertheless Av'igur recognised it could be exploited. 1 hroughout 
the afternoon he sent and receiv'ed coded messages from the 
Haganah High Command in 'Fel Aviv. Ben-Gurion agreed that 
everything must be done to keej) the immigrants on board the 
transports until they were allowed to return to Palestine. It was a bold 
and daring proposal, but Avigur believed it could work. 1 he french 
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government would not allow the refugees to be bundled off the ships, 

especially in full sight of the world’s assembled media. In the 

meantime, the Jewish Agency would continue to mobilise its own 

powerful contacts in the United States to force Bevin to allow the 
right of return. 


Bored with the monotony of patrolling outside the wire fence of 
the cage, Harold Gardner had developed contacts with some of the 
refugees inside the wire and he began to listen to their stories of life 
in the camps, of the death marches in temperatures well below zero; 
of walking with almost no clothes to keep out the icy cold; of the 
dysentery and frostbite which had dogged every footstep; of how they 

had learned to bow their heads when the snow fell and shuffle to 
reduce the impact of the wind. 

He didn t tell them that he had served in Palestine before coming 

on board and that, despite the acts of terrorism the Irgun and Stern 

Gangs had committed, it had not affected his attitude towards those 
inside the cage. 


Gerald Landau had once more woken with the first light of dawn 
seeping down into the cold steel floor of the hold on Empire Rival. 
Around him over a thousand people lay huddled together, exhausted 
by another night without proper sleep. They included the teenagers 
he had protected on Exodus and he had continued to protect them 
when they came on board the transport. Since they had left Haifa 
Gerald had organised their lives, encouraging them to sing and read 
the few books that had not been taken from them. Though he could 
read neither Hebrew nor Yiddish, the officer in charge of the para¬ 
troopers on the Empire Rival had batined the books and ordered them 
to be Iturned in the ship’s boiler. The children of the Bible had spent 
their first night on board tnourning their loss. 

I hat morning the daylight would be accompanied by the tramp 
of army boots and English voices laughing as they peered down into 
the hold. For many, recalled (Jerald, most degrading of all was being 
stated at like animals. Soon the sim would be high in the sky, its 
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furnace heat causing fresh sweat to run clown already perspiring 
bodies. There were men striitped to their underclothes, while 
mothers with little milk in their sag.ging, unwashed breasts cried when 
they could not suckle their newborn babies. CJerald wondered hcjw 
many cases that day would bring what he called incaiceiation 
fatigue. The first to suffer were pregnant women and the mothers of 
infants who had no option but to breast feed their babies before 
everyone else in the hold and the paratroopers staring down.’ 

Gerald imagined the same conditions prex ailed on the other two 
transports until he heard one paratrooper on the Empire Rival say it 
was the worst prison ship he had served on. Staring up at the cage 
wire, listening to the stirring around him of the people awakening, 
Gerald realised the transport’s engine was silent. In its place was the 
sound of a motor launch and a woman’s voice calling out through a 
loudspeaker. In Hebrew came the words of Ada Sereni; ‘Hello, 
passengers. You are now in Port-de-Bouc. We have come to welcome 
you on behalf of the Jewish Agency. You are asked to remain on 
board whatever the British order or threaten you. We rvant to bring 
you home to Eretz Yisrael.’ 

From the hold, rising like an anthem of renewed hope, came the 
words of‘Hatikvah’, the voices of Fira and Efraim soaring skywards 

as they stood holding hands. 

Looking even dirtier in the dazzling morning sun, the three 
transports lay at anchor at the edge of the three-mile limit, with 
Runnymede Park positioned between Ocean I igour and Empire Rival. 
Each ship was separated by a few hundred yards ol water and lurther 
out rode the Royal Navy escorts. Between them and the transports 
patrolled French police boats, constantly in touch with their shore 
base to report any activity. All that was visible on the escoits was 
some of their crew sunbathing or fishing from the decks ol HMS 

Cardigan Bay. 

From one of the launches ferried from Marseilles, Ada had 
delivered the same message through her loudsiteaker to each 
transport and taken her first photograidis of their cages. 1 he 
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gendarme vvlio had accompanied her liad pointed to them and shook 
Ins head in disgust. From behind the wire were glimpses of half-naked 
people, shouting and wax ing for them to come closer. 

Ada’s launch had di.sappeared behind the harbour’s grey stone 
bieakwater when Mordechai Rosemont discussed with Colonel 
Greg.son the implication of her message that no immigrant was to 
leave their shijr. The officer was bexvildered: would they not be better 
off on shore? Mordechai had asked if he could address the passengers. 

Standing on steps mid-deck, he xvaited until ex ery man, xvoman 
and child had gathered. His piercing eyes sxvept over them, settling 
on a face, sometimes nodding, other times remaining impassive 
before moving on, waiting for total silence. When it came he xvaited 
a little longer, the action of a man xvho knexv he commanded respect. 
When he finally spoke his voice carried to the furthest listener, the 
chopping hand motions emphasising its poxverful tone. 

Mordechai began by sa> ing that xvhat some of them had heard 

from the xvoman with the lotidhailer xvas true. He stopped and 

repeated the word: Tme. He xvaited for the rustle of xvhispers to end. 

Then he continued in his sloxv, measured xoice; ‘It is true because ii 

comes not only from the Jexvish Agency but no doubt from Dax id 

Ben-Gurion. I can tell you that more than anyone else he xxants us 

on these transports. But for his plan to work we must do xvhat is 

requested. No one is getting off, either here or anxvvhere else. We 

leave only when we get to our homeland. No doubt, there are people 

out there xvho are xvorking for nothing else but to bring us home. 

I hey will go on doing so. I trust them. You should do the same. Do 
not leave tlie ship.’ 

A roar of a|)plause greeted the words. 

On the quayside at Port-de-Botic, members of the .American Jexvish 
Joint Distribution Committee had arrixed with trucks of kosher food 
aod clothes and the latest nexvs from America, where the State 
)epartmeni had stiid it xvotild not support anv use of force in French 
waters against the refugees and had indicated that there xvould be 
diplomatic repercu.ssions against Britain if any such action took place. 
-Meanwhile, the Haganah media campaign had led to nexxspapers 
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across the United States claiming the baggage ofthe Exodus passengers 
had been stolen from Haifa harbour by Arab workers. i\nother 
rumour soon found its way into print. Food intended for the refugees 
on the transports had been eaten by the troops. In the anger over the 
deportation, these reports found a willing readership. In the foreign 


Secretary’s office the stories further fuelled Bevin’s fury\ 

When the French government submitted a list of the names of its 
delegation to visit the transports - a legal formality, as they would 
be stepping on to sovereign British soil - Bevin had once more 
erupted, this time over the name of Andre Blumel. Stewart Menzies 
had already told Bevin that Blumel was the head of all Zionist organ¬ 
isations in France. It was not true, but in the prevailing atmosphere 
truth had become a casualty in Bevin’s world. 


Bevin told Duff Cooper that to allow Blumel on board any of the 
transports would be to encourage the immigrants to continue to deb' 
Britain by refusing to land. Georges Bidault had reluctandy agreed with 
the ambassador’s polite request to remove Blumel’s name from the list. 


Ocean Vigour was the transport moored closest to the breakwater and 
became an immediate focus of attention for all the boats coming 
from and going to the quayside. One carried a French medical team 
of doctors and nurses, led by a short, smiling physician. Aftei 
boarding the ship, he began to assess the level of help needed and set 


to work. 

Doctors and nurses were assigned to examine the childien and 
check on pregnant women. Miriam Bergman took the lead doctor to 
where Nat Nadler lay in the ship’s sick bay. Since leaving Haifa the 
young electrician’s leg had started to swell and fester. After a quick 
examination, the doctor ordered Nat to be immediately transfeiied 
to hospital. Two gendarmes carried him down to a launch; that 
afternoon he underwent surgery to save his leg. He would exTiitually 
be repatriated to New^ York by the US Consulate in Marseilles and, 
with Reverend Grauel, later became a much sought-after speaker at 


Jewish functions. 
MeanwTile, the 


number of boats circling Ocean Vigou) 


• had increased. 
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bringing food from members of the Joint. With them were reporters 
and photographers, who brushed aside attempts by the soldiers to 

stop them. W ithin an hour they had collected witness testimony and 

, > 

pictures tliat showed the transport was very different from tfie 

reassuring assertion by Major Cardozo that it was a fully equipped 
hospital ship. 


On deck immigrants were stuffing messages for posting into the 
tin cans the young Haganah volunteers had thrown on board and 
which were now being tossed back. 


That same afternoon Rachel had come on board Runnymede Park 
with another health inspection team from Marseilles. They had been 
brought out to the transport in a launch laden w ith fresh food in large 
baskets by a curly-haired young man who looked like a farm worker. 
In reality he was a Palmach operative, as well as a member of 
DELPHI, the Haganah intelligence seivice. Code-named Marshalik, 
he had been told to mingle among the immigrants. Once Rachel had 
handed Marshalik the radio, he would begin to transmit and receh'e 
bulletins for Mordechai Rosemont to keep the immigrants informed. 

In keeping with his co\ er, Marshalik had been winched on board 


in one of the baskets and carried the |)roduce to the kosher kitchen, 
all the time obsen ing his surroundings: the rope stretched across the 
aft deck and the bored-looking soldiers watching the hundreds of 
immigrants behind the rope. Picking up another basket, Marshalik 
walked to the kitchen behind the rope, moved into the crowd and 


disappeared among them. Only then did he speak. 

‘/f/i bin von der Haganah in Eretz Tisraei: I am from the Haganah in 
the Land of Israel. As well as Marshalik’s radio skills there was 


another reason Palmach had sent him. He was an e.xplosi\ es expert. 

When the french government’s delegation later came on board 
Runnymede Park, its members knew they had the full support of the 
American goxernment for the immigrants to be allowed to return to 
Palestine. The latest iicws|)aper reixrrts had changed matters. Voices 
111 Washington that had before hesitated now supported the idea. 
I hey included Secretary of State (ieorge Marshall and Henry 
Morgenihau jr, die fiirmer Secretaiy of the Treasuiy. The reports 
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held been reinloreed by LJNSCX)P! its iiKMiibers had nicide iheir 
shock at what they had witnessed on the cjuayside at Haifa. 

Golda Meyerson had once more gone to New York and her voice 
held her packed audiences sjxdlbound as she described what was 
happening to the Exodus immigrants. Beside her on the platform was 
the tall red-haired figure of Ze’ev Shind, who in many ways 


symbolised what Aliyah Bet represented. 

As the delegation climbed the gangway up to the deck of Runnymede 
Park a Haganah motor boat chugged between the transports, 
repeatedly broadcasting the message that no one was to leave the 
ships. Mordechai Rosemont briefed the visitors. He told them 
the refugees were determined to continue demanding to be returned 

to Palestine. His words impressed the delegation. 

Howev^er, what they saw when he took them on a tour of the ship 
shocked them. Entering one of the holds, they came across a woman 
sitting on the floor with her newborn baby, blood smeared all around 
her. Ruth Gruber of the New York Herald Tribune wrote: The baby 


was wrapped in a piece of the woman s dirty dress. She was cry ing. 
One of the French officials touched her shoulder and asked if she 
wanted to go to hospital. He could arrange that at once. She shook 
her head. “I am crying because I’m afraid they re going to foice me 
off the ship. I won’t leave. Don’t let them make me.’” 

With her words echoing in their ears and the constantly lepeated 


message over the motor boat’s loudspeaker that no immigiant was to 
leave, the delegation returned to Port-de-Bouc, having assured 
Mordechai Rosemont they would do every thing to help. 


That evening Runnymede Park received another visitor. M he man 
was young, dressed in the white uniform of a hospital nuising 
assistant, and he carried a medical bag. He explained to the gaiard at 
the top of the gangway that he had to deli\’cr urgently required 
medicine that one of the doctors in the delegation had sent for a 
pregnant woman. The soldier motioned him on board. 1 he orderly 
walked along the deck to w here he had been briefed Marshalik would 
be waiting. At this hour the deck was emj)ty; all the immigrants had 
gone to the kosher kitchen to have their sui)per. d he orderly handed 
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ovci Ills Slid N'Isrshslik hurried swsy, returning s few minutes 
later. In that time the medicines had been delivered to treat the new 
mother in the hold. The rest of the bag’s contents had been hidden 
in the bilges. They were sealed sticks of dynamite. 

A little later a launch brought out Rachel on another visit to the 
transport. Still dressed in her nurse s uniform, she had already 
become a familiar sight on the ship. She went to the toilet block 
where Marshalik was waiting and removed the sealed timers she had 

hidden inside her bra. When the time came they would prime the 
dynamite sticks to explode. 


British Na \7 intelligence officers in Haifa claimed that the Palmach 
was responsible for thwarting Palestine Patrol attempts to capture 
blockade-runners. It had its own command structure and many of its 
members had serv ed in the Jewish Brigade or had received training 
from Jews who had operated in the SOE alongside British saboteurs. 

In August 1946, the Palmach’s role had changed from teaching 
blockade-runner crews evasive tactics at sea, for that month the 
Mandate announced it would deport aU immigrants caught to Cyprus. 
As a result, the Palmach decided to set off small explosive charges to 
stop transports leaving Haifa. While accepting that some action was 
necessary, both the Haganah High Command and the Jewish 
Agency were less than enthusiastic about the attacks. They were seen 
as counterproductive and a risk to immigrants if the charges were 
exploded when they were on board. 


In late August 1946, Marshalik, who had recently joined the 
Palmach, planted a bomb on board the deportation transport Empire 
Haywood m Haifa harbour. It caused an explosion in the bilges and 
the departure of the ship was delayed by a few days. The Palmach 
decided that larger bombs were required. 


The arrival of the three transports in Port-de-Bouc offered a new 
})ioving gioiind. Marshalik was told that an explosion must be 
triggered only when Runnymede Park had disembarked its passengers. 
I he Haganah High Command had not been informed of the 
Palmach’s plan to sabotage the transport. 
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In ihc wake ol Israel’s indej)en(lence, MH) opened its first station 
in 1951, when it aj)j)ointed David Balfour who had spent the war 
disguised as a Cireek ()rthodox monk in y\thens as station chief. 
He quickly established a cordial relationshi|) with the newly formed 
Mossad and one day its first director, Rcuven Shiloah, showed him 
a report that HMS Ajax had l)ecn the target to be sabotaged in July 
1947. The report had been signed by Menachem Begin, then the 
leader of the Stern Gang. The attack on H\1S Ajax had been 
entrusted to the Palyam to show ‘that British Intelligence was neither 
omniscient nor infallible’. The cruiser was hurriedly moved from her 
berth in Haifa to the British nax al base in NIalta. 


To this day the report remains in the MIG Registry’. 


Chapter 20 

The Last Place to Send Them 


D ay after day in Port-de-Bouc the three transporters rode listlessly 
under the sun on a glassy sea. It was too hot for the immigrants 
to stand on deck at noon, and even hotter below in the holds. On 
Runnymede Park Colonel Gregson had agreed with Mordechai 
Rosemont that the ship’s fire hoses could be used to cool those on 
deck or to spray the holds; in minutes the water evaporated. Off-duty 
paratroopers dived off the deck to swim, then climbed back up the 
gangway and plunged once more into the water. In the streets of 
Port-de-Bouc the locals told the reporters that no one could 


remember such a heatwave since the summer war had started. 

On board ship, Mike Pev^ etz continued to rise at dawn to find a 
place for his heavily pregnant young bride, Pessia, to shelter from 
the blistering sun. Whenever he could, their close friend Mordechai 
Rosemont would come and visit them, reminding the couple what he 
had said as he stood between them, holding their hands, as the coast 
of Haifa faded, leaving only the towering peak of Mount Carmel 
visible: "Wc will return to you. Mount Carmel. We promise.’ 

Every' morning they had been at sea, Mike had placed his coat at 
one ol the lew^ shady spots on deck for Pessia to sit on and regularly 
fetched her water to drink. When her baby moved, he would place 
his hand on her stomach, smile and say proudly, ‘Not long now, my 
darling, lielbre we are parents.’ 

Over the shij^’s loudspeakers songs blared from the radio and, 
despite the heat, teenagers and children danced to the tunes. One 
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was A\'iva Porat, her deep tan and sun-bleaehed hair giving her elfin 
face a hauntingly beautiful look. Like Mordechai Rosemont, she had 
become a focus for the other youngsters and they followed her 
everywhere around the deck, vying to sit with her at table. Aviva 
recalled: ‘If people hadn’t known this was a prison shij) they would 
have thought it was a holiday cruise.’ 

As well as dancing, she displayed some of the skills her mother had 
taught her at home in their kitchen, preparing the fresh food which 
had come on board, cutting it into enticing shapes and displaying 
cheese and biscuits on paper doilies. She would wait until the evening 
meal was over and the other youngsters were sitting around her 
before handing out these treats. Later, when the sun had set and 
the air was cooler, the dancing would start again: ‘W e danced with 
the soldiers and some of the songs they sang were ver}' much against 
Bevin for what he had done to us. I am not good at singing but I’d 
sing songs in Hebrew. The soldiers tried to keep time with the words 
and if they didn’t understand they still clapped.’ 

But beyond this enchanting world, new and more sinister 
developments were taking place. 


In Port-de-Bouc the first rumour had reached Saul Avigur from 
Sidney Silverman in London. The Foreign Secretary had told 
Attlee’s Cabinet that the immigrants should be deported to Kenya, 
WTst Africa or another outpost of the Empire. On no account should 
they be returned to an already ov^ercrowded Palestine, which would 
further inflame the situation with the Arabs. In the meantime, they 
would be held for a time in the British zone of Germany. It was the 
first time the possibility had found its way into newspapers. 

The reporters had waited for a stor^^ to reward their j^atience and 
now they had one. Just as Reverend Grauel’s rex elations had created 
headlines, so did the rumoured return to Germanv. ‘Will England 
Throw Our Immigrants Back into Germany?’ asked Ha-aretz- ^Exodus 
Immigrants Being Returned to German Camps reported Davar. 
Hundreds of similar stories thundered otf the presses. 

David Ben-Gurion recognised that this was a cynical attempt to 
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persuade the immigrants to leave the transports and accept the 
French government’s offer of residence. However, in London a 
Foreign Office spokesman fuelled the stor)^ of the return to Germany, 
saying, ‘The immigrants are as close to Palestine as they are ever 
going to get.’ 


The next day the spokesman said that the heat was increasing the 
possibility of an epidemic breaking out on the ships and the French 
government has an obligation for the sake of public health to remove 
the immigrants from a situation which is threatening to themselves, 
the ships’ crews and anyone who comes in contact with them. It is a 


situation which the illegal immigrants have created by refusing to 


come ashore.’ 

The medical authorities in Port-de-Bouc said there was no 
evidence of any threat of an infectious outbreak. But the damage had 
been done. For the first time the population of the town urged that 
the transports and their human cargoes should leave and go 
anywhere, even Germany. 

Eagerness to keep the story alive had sent reporters to look for 
evidence to support the spokesman’s claim that an epidemic was 
about to descend on the town. Outside the temporar\' office of the 
relief agency Entra’aide Fran^ais they found a man lying on a mat¬ 
tress and, squatting beside him, a white-coated hgure who said he 
was a doctor. He announced that the man w as an immigrant wffiom 


he had brought ashore from Occciii Vigour^ added that he w as waiting 
to take him to a Marseilles hospital and insisted that patient confiden¬ 
tiality forbade him to discuss his patient. The man refused to give his 
name. Before further questions could be asked, the pair had been 
di i\ en aw-ay in an ambulance. The Reuters correspondent was 

certain he had seen the doctor working in the British Gonsulate in 
Marseilles. 

Another headline came from Drjean Gayla, the inspector general 
ol (jeneral Public Health. He said that four cases of measles had been 
diagnosed on Empire Rival, but it was definitely not an epidemic. 
However, as a precaution he had ordered all the children on the 
transports to be vaccinated. ‘We expect 50 births in the next two 
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weeks. I he babies will be 
Another story was l)orn. 


British citizens 


if born on the ships.’ 


Edward Ashcroft, the (lorid British deputy consul in Marseilles, 


had joined the other diplomats in town to read out a statement that 
he insisted had just been given to him by a Polish immigrant on Ocean 
Vigour. The ixportei s listened in disbelief as Ashcr oft r ead: ‘Quote. 
The immigrants on this ship have no hostility Ibr the British people 
or the British government. Above all we have no hostility towards 
the soldiers or the cr'ew of the ship. 1 hey have treated us with 
humanity. We will not disembark but we will not in any way offend 
against the good relations which exist between us all. We put our 
trust in the democratic feeling of the British government. We do not 
believe that while we are under British control anything serious will 

happen to us. Full stop. End quote.’ 

Some of the repor ters laughed in disbelief and asked if they could 
intervrew the Pohsh rmmrgrant. Ashcroft shook hrs head. One 
journalist wondered if Ashcroft had graduated from the same school 
of media manipulation as Major Cardozo in Haifa. 

The deputy consul walked away. 


Pressure to remove the immigrants from Port-de-Bouc came from 
an unexpected quarter. On 20 August the Immigr ation Committee 
of Attlee’s government was infor'med by the Adrnir'alty that the three 
transports were well overdue back in Haifa and should discharge 
their duties as soon as possible. Attached to the request was a memo 
from Stewart Menzies, which revealed that five blockade-runner s 
were about to leave the United States for France to pick up a further 
15,000 illegal immigrants and take them to Palestine. Ihe entire 
Palestine Patrol, including the ships moor ed for the past weeks off 
Port-de-Bouc, would be urgently required to intercept the 
immigrants. Nleanwhile, the captains of the anchored transports 
reported that their crews were showing increasing impatience, 

especially those who were over due lea\'e. 

Count Vanden Heuvel and his two agents, Derek Washoyle and 
David Smiley, talked to the seamen and paratroopers when they 
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came ashore to enjoy the limited facilities of the port. Some of the 
sailors were civilians who had signed short-term contracts that had 

o 

exj)ired two days before, on 18 August. They were now threatening 
to leave the ships and return home. The transports could not sail 
without them and to bring replacements from England would take 
weeks to organise. Seamen who had sunived five years of war at sea 
were increasingly unwilling to return to active service after 
demobilisation. Menzies had formed the opinion that many of those 
on the transports were ‘from the scrapings of the barrel’. 

The MIG chief had identified a further problem. Palestine had no 
space for holding the Exodus immigrants or the expected 15,000 on 
the blockade-runners from the United States. Thev should all be 
shipped to the British zone. 

The Foreign Office had sought the opinion of Harold Beeley, its 
most experienced adviser on political and diplomatic tangles 
involving the Middle East. He had echoed Menzies’s conclusion, 
with one suggestion: the announcement of deportation to Germany 
should be delayed until the last possible moment, giv ing the Jewish 
Agency no time to challenge the decision. Beeley proposed that the 
announcement should be made at 11am on 22 August, with 
departure at 6pm that afternoon. Bevin agreed. 

In London there had been discussions ov'er the original 
instructions from Bevin that the ships must leave at 1 1pm on 23 
August. In Paris, Duff Cooper received a telephone call from the 
Chief Rabbi of'Marseilles, j)rotesting that the departure would fall on 
the Jewish Sabbath. For once Bev in had agreed to change his mind. 
Beeley’s timing was a|)proved by the Foreign Secretarv’. 

1 he decision was taken without anv discussion with Clement 

j 

Attlee. In contrast to Bevin, Attlee’s political style matched his 
physiciue: short, unprepossessing statements, his manner that of a 
countiy lawyer rather than a national leader. From the outset, the 
Prime Minister had made it clear that immigration was Bev in’s brief 
In turn the Foreign Secretary counted on the support of Arthur 
C-reech-jones, the Ck)lonial Secretarv, who wrote to Bevin on the 
morning of the departure of the trans])orts to Hamburg, ‘What 


The Last Place to send Them 


323 


feeling of distress attends to these peo]:)le is 
responsibility.’ 


entirely their own 


Deputy consul Edward Ashcroft, his white linen suit standing out 
against the rust-stained hull, led a team of British diplomats up the 
gangway to the deck of Runnymede Park. Waiting for them were 
Colonel Gregson and Mordechai Rosemont. A platform had been 
set up from where Donald Mallet, the press secretary from the British 
Embassy in Paris, would address the immigrants. Soldiers lined the 
rails. On the platform was a large blackboard where the translator, 
Hannan Sonneborn, had taken up his position. Ashcroft had with 
him two assistants from his office who were to distribute copies of 
the message, written in French, Hebrew and German, alter he had 
read it out and Sonneborn wrote the words on the blackboard. 

The deputy consul’s voice was emotionless: ‘To the passengers of 
the Runnymede Park^ Empire Rival, Ocean Vigour. This announcement is 
made to you on behalf of the British government. Those of you who 
do not begin to disembark at Port-de-Bouc before 18.00 hours, 
August 22, will be taken by sea to Hamburg.’ 

Ashcroft led the team back down the gangway to the waiting 
launch. It was only then that Mordechai Rosemont spoke with a 
passion which echoed across the deck: ‘Our war is the war of a nation 
fighting for its existence and its right to survive, and not to return to 
the hell from which we came.’ 


Unable to understand his Hebrew, the soldiers shifted uneasily. 
For many of the immigrants the speech was worthy of Elazar Ben 
Ya’ir, leader of the Jewish forces on Masada who took their own lixes 
rather than submit to the Romans. 

When the news spread across the Jewish Diaspora, the feeling 
grew that to return the sur\’i\'ors of the Holocaust to Germany was 
an unimaginable outrage. 


At 6pm, the appointed hour of departure, it seemed that every little 
boat in the harbour was accom|)anying the three trans|)orts as they 
slowly moved past tlie breakwater crowded with w ax ing tow nspeople. 
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Waiting outside the three-mile limit were the Palestine Patrol escorts. 
Aboard the launches were the young men and women of the 
Haganah, reporters and newsreel cameramen. 

Suddenly an astonishing sight could be seen from Runnymede Park. 
Suspended over a cage was a blue sheet and painted on it was a 
Union Jack. To its right, painted inside a white circle, was a Nazi 
swastika coloured from blood collected from women at the birth of 
their babies. The flag brought tears, then the singing of‘Hatikvah’. 

Marshalik moved among the passengers, relaying the news Rachel 
had transmitted on the secret radio: Jewish leaders in several 
countries had called for a day of religious fasting and prayer for the 
immigrants to show solidarity. It was only then that some of the 
passengers began to wonder if they had been wise not to disembark 
rather than be sailing now into an uncertain future. 

Still hidden in Runnymede ParPs bilges were the sticks of dynamite 
and their timing devices. 

As the convoy sailed into the night, the Jewish Agency continued 
to try and contact Jews across the Diaspora, urging them to send 
telegrams to the foreign ministers of their own countries and, in 
particular, to Bevin. Royal Mail vans had delivered many thousands 
of envelopes to the Foreign Office in YMiitehall throughout the day. 
Officials could not remember such a deluge in the history of the 
postal service; by the time the ships left Port-de-Bouc there were over 
15 sack loads waiting to be read, telegraphed from all over the world. 

Some were short, d^ypical was this one from Sydney, Australia: 
‘God asks you to let these people go home.’ Others consisted of 
hundreds ol words asking the same question: how could Britain, 
which had fought a war for freedom against the countiy where sLx 
million Jews were murdered, now send the sunivors, in the words of 
one telegram, ‘to the land of the death camps, whose smoke still 
hangs like a pall over everyone’? Several messages said the depor¬ 
tation would lead to all-otU war in Palestine, as the Arabs would see 
the act as a signal ol su|)port for launching a bloodbath against the 
Jewish population. 

David Ben-Gurion authorised the Jewish Agency to send a 
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telegram to all UN member states, including the Muslim states 
Afghanistan, India, ddirkey and Iran, asking them to stop ‘a crime 
against humanity by a stiper]X)wer against a heljdess group of'people 
whose only wish is to secure their freedom and basic human rights’. 

It appeared that this intense pressure might succeed when Leon 
Blum, the former prime minister of France, telephoned Duff Cooper 
with the proposal that if'the British government promised that the 
Exodus immigrants would eventtially be allowed to go to Palestine, 
the Jewish Agency would now persuade them to disembark under 
no threat of force. Cooper had asked if Blum could quantify 
‘eventually’: was it three or four years? Blum replied, ‘More likely 
three or four months.’ 


Cooper put the proposal to Bevin. It was rejected. The last-minute 
attempt to stop the immigrants going to Germany had fallen on deaf 
ears. So did the telegrams. They continued to arrive in London. 
Among the most poignant came one from Vera W eizmann, who 
wrote: ‘As a woman and mother of two sons who fought in the last 
war in the British army and the RAF for freedom, justice and equal 
rights for all human beings ... I believ^e the Exodus people truly want 
to flee from places of their tortured memories ... to sunive among 
their own people . . . They have nowhere else to go and if life cannot 
offer them this refuge then life itself loses its meaning.’ 

No one knows if her plea was ev^er seen by Bevin or merely joined 
the growing piles of telegrams destined to go unanswered. 


In a villa ov^eiiooking Lake Genev a, Dav id Ben-Gurion studied an 
adv^ance copy of the UNSCOP report, due to be published on 30 
August. It unanimously recommended the termination of the 
Mandate at the earliest possible date and the granting of independ¬ 
ence to Palestine by a majority. The report also proposed partition. 
There would be an enclave under international control that would 
consist of Jerusalem and Bethlehem. I he Jewish and Arab states 
would operate as one economic entity. In the first two years a 
monthly total of LiO,000 Jews would be allowed into the Jev\ish 
designated area. Under partition there vsould initially be 300,000 
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Jews in one area and 416,000 Arabs in the other, along with some 
90,000 Bedouins who were not to be counted as permanent residents. 
I’he Jerusalem-Bethlehem enclave would have a total population of 
200,000, equally divided between the Arabs and Jews. UNSCOP 
called the arrangement ‘the most realistic and practical solution’. 

Ben-Gurion saw the proposal as ‘the beginning . . . indeed, more 
than the beginning of our salvation’. As news came that the ships 
had reached Gibraltar, he told his visitors, Saul Avagur and Daniel 
Levin, who ran the Jewish Agency in the British zone in Germany, 
that he disagreed with them when they said there was a need for 
‘extreme action being taken to disrupt the disembarkation at 
Hamburg’. 

Ben-Gurion added that while he understood the temptation to 
strike back against the way the Exodus immigi ants had been treated, 
there should be no sabotage. It would wreck the carefully prepared 
plans that had been put in place that were to be voted on in the 
coming United Nations General Assembly Resolution for Partition 
on 29 November 1947, when he was confident that the State of Israel 
would become a reality. To destroy that by blowing a hole in the 
hold of Runnymede Park was unthinkable. He asked both men to give 
him their undertaking that this would not happen. 


On board Runnymede Park Pessia Pevwetz whispered in her husband’s 
ear that her contractions were coming more quickly. Instinctively he 
put his ear to her stomach, listened and smiled, then said that the 
baby was awake. She laughed and said only she could tell that. 

The heat of the sun had gone where they sat on deck, side by side, 
watching Gibraltar come closer. An hour before, the Rock had been 
no more than a distant outline^ now it towered over the skvline as 
the trans{)ort slowly moved into its anchorage. The rattle of the 
anchor dropping accompanied another contraction and Mike again 
|)ressed his ear against his wife’s stomach, then said that the baby 
was coming. She nodded as he stood up and went in search of 
iMordechai Rosemont. In moments they were back, this time with 
Golonel Gregson. He smiled and asked Mike and Mordechai to 
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bring Pcssia to his cabin while he went in search of one of the 
iminisn'ants who was a midwife. 

Dusk was shrouding the Rock when the bal)y was delivered. 
Draped in one of the colonel’s towels, the little girl was named 
Hannah. Colonel Gregson pressed a coin into Hannah’s hand: ‘I 
believe this will bring you to the land of your dreams.’ 

Pessia tears were not only for having a healthy baby but also for 

the kindness of Colonel Gregson. 

For two days the immigrants emerged from their holds to watch 
supplies being hoisted aboard. Some of the women lifted up their 
babies to show the stevedores and in return received an orange or 
some other fruit until an army officer stopped them, shouting it was 
forbidden. To Gertruda he sounded like a keeper at the zoo in 
Vilnius where she used to take Michael to see the animals. 

For Noah Klieger, an officer had reminded him of how different his 
welcome had been when he jumped overboard on the way to Port-de- 
Bouc. Noah was a member of the three-man passenger committee on 
Empire Rival. With him in the deck cage were some 700 refugees and 
there were a further 800 in the hold. Noah knew' that, like him, they 
were survivors of the Holocaust. For them all, the transport ‘was a real 
prison ship with barbed wire and units of the 6th Airborne Division 
guarding us. The conditions were disgusting. Poor food and little water. 

Once the committee had been formed, they were told by the ship s 
captain the ships were heading back to France. At their first meeting 
the trio had decided: ‘None of us on board would disembark in 
France. We were prepared to die unless we were brought back to 
Palestine. But we had to make sure those on board the other two ships 
knew of our decision and would join us. The only way to do that was 
to swim to one of the ships so that we could at least let half of those 
from Exodus know of'our decision. Hopefully they would join us. 

Noah knew he was probably the best swimmer on board and had 
volunteered to try and reach the nearest lransjX)rt, Ocean Vigour. He 
estimated it was a quarter of a mile away on the })ort side. Tietting 
out of the cage was the easy part. As a commiltec member 1 had 
freedom to movT around the Siip. Once out, I ran to the guard rails 
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and fell backwards into the sea. It was a far bigger drop than I 
thought, around 90 feet. I went under like a stone and it seemed a 
while before I surfaced again.’ 

He began swimming towards the Ocean Vigour. He could make out 
people on the deck waving and shouting. Noah floated on his back, 
waiting for the transport to lower a boat and come to pick him up, 
but when he resumed swimming the ship had gone. 

I was alone in the middle of the Mediterranean, speaking to 
myself in a v^ery loud voice, calling myself an idiot. ^^First why did 
you say you were a swimmer, bragging to the girls that you were such 
a good swimmer? Now you are going to die, not even 21 years old 

die like a dog.” Nobody was going to remember me. No one would 
know I had ev^er existed.’ 


Exhausted, he w^ondered how long he cotilcl stiiwiv'e. He w^as sure 
that he would drown and told himself that he just wanted ‘to get this 

over with , but then I heard a siren. A.nd then I touched something. 
It was a wooden platform.’ 


A Royal Navy minesweeper, the J354, had spotted him. He was 
hauled on boaid and taken to the captain on the bridge. 

He asked what I had been tiying to do. I said I had just fallen 
overboard. Of course he didn’t believ e me. Why would anyone? 
People just don’t fall overboard from a transport. But all he said was 
I had been in the sea for 54 minutes. I said that was a long time. He 
agreed that it was a long time. Had I been on some sort of secret 
mission? I said of course not. He kept asking the same question. I 
kept giving the same answer: I fell overboard. Finally he gave up.’ 

Noah was allowed to hav e a shower and dinner in the officers’ 


wardroom. I he ship’s intelligence officer questioned him once more 
to try to find out why he had jumped, convinced his actions must be 
part of a special mission. 4’he more Noah denied the truth, the more 
he was grilled as he enjoyed his meal. Finally, Noah was returned to 
hnipire Rival., where he received a hero’s welcome. 


I he shij) s daily log recorded that he had been barred from the 
cage tUid two soldiers were detailed to guard him. 
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On the second clay in Gibraltar a stevedore came on board Runnyrnede 
Park whistling a traditional Jewish folk song. It was the signal 
Marshalik had been told to expect. I’he stevedore was employed by 


the Haganah. He had received a coded message to tell the explosives 
expert to abandon the plan to use the dynamite. Some time later he 

dumped the explosives overboard. 

Acting on a tip-olT, Naval Intelligence on the Rock arranged for 
Commander Lionel ‘Buster’ Crabb, the serx ice’s explosives expert 
on locating limpet mines placed by Jewish terrorists in na\y ports 
around the Mediterranean, to scour the sea. He found no dynamite. 


In his report to Ted Davis, MiG’s naval liaison officer, Crabb wrote 
that ‘the dynamite either quickly deteriorated or sank to the sea bed. 
Almost certainly being of poor quality it would do no harm. 

On the last morning in Gibraltar, each transporter broadcast the 
same message. Any immigrant wishing to disembark could be 
returned to France. Behind the offer was a vv'cek of secret moves. 
The Truman administration had stepped up its demand for Britain 
to abandon the voyage to Hamburg after the Jewish Agency in New 
York continued to inflame public opinion. There was a closed-door 
meeting in its headquarters to discuss whether to urge the 
immigrants to start a hunger strikej the idea was abandoned when 
medical opinion said it w^as essential to preserv e their health. Theie 
was renewed anger when, having recovered some of the baggage 
stolen at Haifa port, the Mandate insisted it would only be sent to 
Germany after the immigrants had disembarked in Hamburg. 
People like Yosef Reich, Fira and Efraim Memakov’ had only the 

clothes they wore. 


The Exodus immigrants had become pawns in the political world. In 
Munich, part of the American zone, streets were filled with thousands 
of protesters marching under the banner of the Central Committee 
of Liberated Jews to demand the refugees must not go to H'he 


Bastard Zone’. In London MI5 went on full alert after an informer 
claimed that the Stern Gang vv^erc planning to fii e-bomb the citv. 
US Secretar^^ of State George \Iarshall exj^ressed his ov\n conccin 
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<\l)OLit the stste of tlic DP cnnips in the British zone. Pele^r 3 ,ins 
continued to pour into not only the Foreign Office in London but 
also the White House and the US State Department. 

In Zurich, having stopped the planned sabotage, Ben-Gurion had 
told a Jewish Agency executive meeting that the fate of the Exodus 
immigrants showed the need for a powerful Jewish defence force 
because ‘it is on this that our future depends. It is in accordance with 
this issue that we must determine all our Zionist strategy.’ 

Consequently Ben-Gurion did not welcome the inter\'ention by 
Ghaim \\ eizmann, vvffio offered to mediate between Britain and 
Fiance over the immigrants. Ben-Gurion saw Weizmann’s efibrts as 
opening a Pandora s box in which lurked arguments, when what 
was vital to have was a controlled and restrained situation’. 

Ben-Gurion had assumed that since W eizmann was no longer 
piesident of the World Zionist Organisation he wotilcl not inv'olve 
himself in any matter that impinged on Ben-Gurion’s decision¬ 
making authority. But despite the fact he still felt that Churchill had 
betrayed him, Weizmann believed that any solution to the problem 
of the immigrants could only come through a ‘calm and considered 
approach from which the UNSCOP report could be implemented’. 
With that in mind, he had approached Bevin. 

Ben-Gurion’s furious reaction was reflected in a letter to the Jewish 
Agency executiv^e, expressing his anger at W eizmann inv'olving 
himself ‘in any kind of political activity either in England or 
America’. The fieiy chairman of the executive’s once-close friendship 
with Weizmann was in jeopardy. With barely two months to go 
be foie the Lhiited Nations met to vote on partition, Ben-Gurion 
could not afford to take such personal matters into account. 

As the transports |)repared to sail from Gibraltar on 30 August, 
Bevin sent a telegram to the Danish gox ernment proposing that their 
country should accept the immigrants, d’he replv came by rettirn. 
Dcnmai k saw no point in admitting them to any European countrv- 
iil'tei tliey hticl already relhsed to disembark at Port-de-Bouc. 

At mid-morning the trans|)orts sailed through the Straits of 
(.ibraliar into (he North Atlantic and the lirst autumn squalls. 
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Meanwhile, in Hamburg preixiralions to receive the hapless 

immigrants were well under way. 

As the Rock of Gibraltar faded into the swell and waves began to 
shi]) e\’en harder against the hull, Colonel Cxregson felt a gi'eat gloom 
settle ov'cr Rwinynicde Pork and sensed it would be reflected on the othei 
transports. He watched from the bridge as \Iordechai Rosemont 
went around the decks, trying to reassure the more agitated pas¬ 
sengers. Some were shouting and others were ciwing, while a number 
prayed aloud. In the babble of sound came the chant: ‘VVe must not 

go back to Germany.’ 

As if in defiance of the desperate C17, the convoy picked up speed 
and Miriam Bergman and Helena Levi found themselves dealing 
with their first case of seasickness in the sick bay at the stern. Tr>'ing 
to work on a ship that had begun to roll was difficult: bottles fell from 
dispensary cupboards and surgical bowls clattered on the floor. T. he 
veteran sick-bay attendant who ran the surgery cheerfully told them 
that the further north they went, the worse conditions could become. 
They should have been with him on the Atlantic convoys, he said. No 
matter how many trips you made, you always threw up ex entualK, 
usually at mealtimes. They did their best not to feel queasy as he 
slurped from a bowl of food in between helping them to deal with the 

growing number of seasickness cases. 

Colonel Gregson had decided to allow Pessia and Mike Pe\wetz 
to remain in his cabin wuth their baby daughter, Pessia. \\ ith the 
departure of Dr Cohen, Nlordechai had found a Polish doctoi 
among the immigrants and he had recommended that the familv 
should rest as much as possible. Colonel Gregson found a berth in 
the ship’s ofiker’s quarters and visited the family at least once a 
day. Their smiling gratitude had been compensation for gi\ ing u]) 
his quarters. But on his last visit Pessia was no longer proudly 
showing him little Hannah, but instead kept asking what would 
happen to the baby once they reached Germany. He told her there 
was no cause to fear; those days were o\ er. She still looked pensix e 

when he left. 

Gerald Landau realised the stoj:) at Gibraltar had not impioxtd 
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conditions on Empire Rival. Breakfast was salty-tasting tea and a 
packet of biscuits which often had maggots when he bit into them. 
Dinner was usually a potato-based soup, with maggots floating in the 
bowl. One of the guards had shouted at the immigi'ants, ‘If you are 
hungry you eat it all, maggots, the lot. Anway, they’re good for you. 
Full of protein!’ 

The furnace heat of the Mediterranean, which had turned the cold 
steel of the hold into an oven, steadily gav e way to the chill air of the 
North Atlantic. The hold took on the feeling of a giant chill-box as 
rainwater dripped down its steel walls. For three days the sound of 
coughing had increasingly echoed around the hold and, rather than 
lie on the damp floor, people tried to sleep standing up, wedged 
against each other. In the morning the guards lowered buckets and 
mops to wipe up the condensation. When the immigrants were 
allowed on deck and could dry their clothes in the sea breeze and 
such sun as darted in and out of the clouds, they joined hands and 
sang the words of their folk songs. 

One day merged into another, a day further out into the Atlantic, a 
day nearer Hamburg. The grey sea was empty and only the occasional 


seaguUs reminded Gerald of land. At dawn the three new escorts would 
once more take on solid shapes. HMS Burghead Bay stood guard over 
Runnymede Park, HMS Trernadoc Bay over Ocean Idgpur and HMS Finistme 
ov^er Empire Rival. The sleek destroyer and the two frigates had been 
waiting off Gibraltar, having sailed from Portsmouth. 

The escorts had been sent to replace the Palestine Patrol, which 
would remain in the Mediterranean, ready to confront the blockade- 
runners from the United States with their expected 15,000 immigrants. 

Every morning since leav ing the Rock, Gerald had made his wav 
up to the deck and seen the escorts exactly where they were the 
prex ious night, keeping pace with the transports. They were like 
guard dogs. Sometimes when he looked towards the bridge of Empire 
Rival he saw' its captain, a Merchant Navy cap hiding his grey hair. 


a mug ol tea in his hand. 'Fhe few times Gerald had seen him down 


on the deck, there was a look of'professional inhumanitv about him 
a lack ol feeling which went with his job. 
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On boiircl HMS binislcTTC^ Ooinnia.nclcr 1).1\ Ohilton hncl been 
briefed lo anticipate at Hamburg ‘a certain amount of trouble, 
]])articularly with the world press and public w'anting to watch . 

There was an unwritten law on all the transports. If an immigrant 
wished to keep his or her background to themselves that must be 
respected. To have survived was sufficient proof that every man, 
woman and child had lived through and coped with their ordeal in 
their own wayj each had endured a portion of the Holocaust terror. 
So, Gerald Landau decided, it was with Dov Mills. ‘He did things 
quietly and everybody trusted him, even the British. 

Gerald was cleaning up the galley for next morning’s breakfast, 
when Dov appeared. ‘His shirt was bulging and he said he had some 
sticks of dvnamite and he wanted me to help hide them. I thought he 
was kidding until he opened his shirt. It was dynamite, all right! 

From that moment Gerald became an accomplice in the plot. The 
dvnamite had been hidden in the garden of a Palyam safe house neai 
Port-de-Bouc and smuggled on board shortly before Empire Rival 
sailed. Dov explained to Gerald that when the transport finally 
disembarked its passengers in Hamburg, the plan was that the dy na- 
mite would be exploded to punch a huge hole in the hull below sea 

level, making the ship useless for further journeys. 

Gerald remembered! ‘There was about 10 kilos of dynamite. Do\ 
said it had to be hidden for the moment. I said that wasn’t a problem. 
There was a space around the girders that supported the deck. But 
when I showed him and he began to stack the dynamite there, people 
became very nerv ous. I told them there was nothing to feai. Nothing 
could happen until the detonators were connected and the clock- 
timer set. But there was still the matter of getting the explosives dov\ n 
the bilges. Dov had become pally with one of the shi])’s stokers, a 
Ganadian who hated what the ship was being used for. He gave Dov 
a crowbar to break through the trapdoor down into the bilge area. 
My job was to keep guard on deck, so 1 organised an impromptu 

concert with all the youngsters singing then heads off. 

Shortly afterwards, Dov appeared back on deck, nodding to 
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Oeralcl. Ev'eiyihin^ was in place. All that had to be done was to 
connect the detonator and set the timer clock. 


There would be claims that Dov had been chosen bv Nissan 
Liiv^'cithtinj the Ptilytirn conimtiiicler in the South of Frttneej thtit he 
had been a member of the /Vliyah Palek group, experts in preparing 

documents for Yehuda Arazi’s agents; or had worked for Brichah, 
another of Haganah’s secret units. 


Down the years, the story of Dov’s dynamite would become a 

patchwork of conflicting recollections and press reports. A more 

accurate and ov'erall account can be found in the archives of Alossad, 

Israel’s secret intelligence sen ice, and those of MI6. Among those 

who have studied the ‘explosive file’ is Meir Amit, the former 

director-general of Mossad. He called the file ‘absolutely fascinating’. 

The judgement is shared by .several senior M16 officers who had 
access to the file. 

A number of indisputable facts emerge. W^ith regard to the decision 
to sabotage British ships im oKed in the war on illegal immigration, 
in the words ofNissan Livyathan at a meeting on 7 December 1947: 
‘Sabotage is commensurate with resistance. There is a permanent 
order to sabotage all deportation ships. But the e.xplosion has to take 
place only after the passengers have disembarked.’ 

Othei documents include reports on how dynamite came into the 
hands of the Palyam. Se\eral were written by Munya Marcloi, a 
member of the Haganah from f 934 to 1948, who became the dii ector- 


geneial of the Israel Weapons Research and Development Authority. 
I hey describe ‘unorthodox wea|)ons for underwater warfare. One we 
called the umbrella mine, which could be assembled at sea.’ 

Another document otitlined the role of Solel Bone, the Jewish port 
contnictors who had smuggled Zvi I’iroche and the other Palyam 
sailors oil' Exodus. A Solel Bone company director, identified by 
Mardor only as ‘Ron’, told a meeting with the Haganah High 
Command injutie 1947, ‘We are able to proHde men who are on 
good terms with the Matidate port guards and at the same time 
diirtng ;ind cold-blooded. I’he explosi\cs we want woitld be dep- 
osited by ihcir men in our port office.’ 
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Yet another doeuinent described arms 


de])ots I'or the Haganah. A 


partictilar need was lor dynamite, smuggled into 1 alestine by I AS, 


a company the Haganah liad set up. 

The hies of MIG on Palestine contain the mimeographed pages of 
a report by Count Frederick Vanden Hcuvel, dated 1 1 July 1947. It 
deals with an agent, identified as ‘P’, whom the intelligence officer 
had sent to Port-de-Bouc, where he had obtained a pass to visit the 
Empire Rivals?, part of his coxer. Vanden Heuvel had aj 3 pro\'ed a plan 
for ^P^ to smuggle on board dynamite to enhance his credibility 

within the Haganah group in the port. 

If MIG had connived in planting the explosives on Empire Rival, it 

would give credence to the claim made about the blockade*! unner 
Pan Crescent. It had been undergoing repairs in Venice in the spring 
of 1947 when it was rocked by an underwater explosion. This was 
attributed initially by the Haganah to an Arab terrorist group, but 
after further investigation it was concluded that the damage was 

caused ‘by a British-made explosion’. 

As the Empire Rival entered the Bay of Biscay on 5 September 
1947, Dov decided that his dynamite would be detonated two hours 
after the passengers came ashore in Hamburg. 


Chapter 21 

Homeward Bound 


IJy the morning of 7 September, the extensive preparations in 
BHamburg to receive the immigrants had been completed under 
the command of Major-General W .H.A. Bishop, the deputy chief of 
staff of the British Army of the Rhine (BAOR). A railw ay route from 
the dockside to the detention camps at Emden and Poppendorf, near 
the British and Soviet zones, had been selected and the line had been 


checked and placed under guard against a rescue attempt. 

Ever since Hamburg had been designated as the hnal port of call 

there had been demonstrations in the city, leading to clashes between 

the British Army and pro-Jewish militants. Bishop had established 

his office in the port s operations building overlooking the harbour. 

On a large map three hags, each bearing the name of a transoort 

marked the berths where they would dock after they had entered the 
Kiel Canal. 


Fhough he had a large staff of junior officers and \V.A.-\F 


secre- 


taries at his disposal, Bishop preferred to write liis orders in 
old-lashioncd longhand before they were typed and distributed. Each 
document w;is headed ‘Operation Oasis’. What had started as a 
single file ‘Warfield/lkxodus/ immigrants’ - had grown to fill a 
metal filing cabinet: files on the detention camps; their cooking, 
sleeping, sanitation, medical and educational facilities; the intelli¬ 
gence ollicers a.ssigned to iniert iew jreoplc; a liaison team marked 
Jtwish C'Ontatts , the names tind language skills oi interpreters. .A 
separtue (ile, marked ‘FO’, contained copies of messages from the 
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Foreign Office. Then there was a bulky hie of English-language press 
cuttings about the various stages ol ‘Operation Oasis’. 

The number of telephone calls he had received from the world’s 
press led Bishop to believe that the file would continue to expand. 
The thought was a nagging concern. The War Olhce had sent a 
senior press officer to handle the media but this had done little to 
reassure Bishop. Publicity of any kind was anathema to the middle 
aged officer. He wondered whether he should deploy some of the 
soldiers from the battalion of the Sherwood Foresters he had 
summoned to guard the port and keep the reportei s at bay. 

From his office window Bishop could see that the fog which had 
reduced visibility on the Elbe River, from where the transports would 
come later that day, was lifting. Since morning the entire dock area 
had been filling with ambulance trucks and steel-helmeted tioops. 
Behind them waited the trains. Further back were the canvas- 
covered fences to block the view for the assembled repoiteis and 
photographers. Bishop had sent for the Foresters because a yeai ago 
the regiment had serv^ed in Palestine. He wanted men who 
understood how to handle the Jews. 


As the German coastline emerged through the drizzle, NIordechai 
Rosemont stood on the crowded deck ol R.utiuytncd€ Pdi'k and 
delivered what many of his listeners would call his most mo\ ing 
speech. In a voice that held his audience spellbound, he took them 
on a journey through the centuries, when time and again their 
ancestors had come close to annihilation. As they listened to ex ery 


word, people surreptitiously wiped tears from their eyes. 

Mordechai paused, gathering himself lor his peroiation. Theie 
were still hard times ahead, he said. Their captors would not take 
kindly to having failed to get them to obey their oideis in Fiance. 
No doubt now they would try to force them to their will. To resist 

would attract violence. We have sufi'ered enough. 

Tears flowed more freely now as the transports began to sail up the 

river, close to the shores, past places with lamiliar names to main on 

board’. Brunsbiittel, Gliickstadt and Wischhalen. 
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Nlordcchai s v^oicc rose to a thunderous climax! ^Two years after 
the end of the Holocaust its sur\avors have been caged in a British 
prison ship on the high seas only for wanting to live in the land of our 
fathers. It waits for our coming. Soon we will go.’ 

1 he applause resounded around the deck and an accordionist led 
the audience in the ‘Hatikvah’. 


Haiold Gaidner and the other guards on Runnymede Park had been 
told by Colonel Gregson that when the ship docked they would be 
replaced by a detachment of the Grenadier Guards. ‘They were 
going to turn out in full ceremonial dress: red jackets and busbies, 
shining boots and perfectly creased trousers. They would look eight 
feet tall and I thought it would look pretty incredible, like changing 
the guards at Buckingham Palace.’ 

The decision to deploy the imposing-looking Guards had been 

taken by Major-General Bishop as a warning to the refugees not to 
start any trouble. 


Behind the canvas-covered fences around the port area demon¬ 
strators from the notorious Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, 
which the British authorities had turned into a DP camp, had 
arrived in their hundreds, bearing banners with slogans such as ‘End 
the Bevin Terror in Palestine’, 'Exodus in Hamburg: A Mark of Cain 

for England’ and ‘Together with Exodus to Struggle for a Free 
Alivah’. 

During the night the three transports had ancliored in the mouth 


of the Elbe Itefore moving slowly upriver in the early hours of 
Monday. The decision to do this had been made by Major-General 
Bishop in the belief that by then the protests would have ended and 
drsembarktition could go ahead without any disruption. He had also 
decided to cancel the presence of the Grenadier Guards. 


.■\vi\ a Porat had sitent the night sitting with the younger children in 
the hold of Runnymede Park. To keep out the drizzle, the soldiers had 
rigged a canvas awning across the top of the cage, but soon the bodv 
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heat of the passengers made it uncomfortable and Colonel (fregson 
ordered the covering rolled back. 'Vhc teenager had pointed out to 


the children the few stars visible through 


the cloud breaks; she sensed 


their fear as the younger ones huddled closer to hei. She felt the 
same; out there in the gathering dawn was Germany. How would its 
people respond to Jews now? To keep her own fears at bay, she 
helped the children to make sure they had all collected the items that 
had been distributed at Port-de-Bouc by the relief agencies; under¬ 
wear, sweaters, dresses, shoes and socks. Germany, she reminded 

them, would be cold at this time of the year. 

Dawn was breaking when they went up for the last breakfast on 
board from the kosher kitchen Mordechai Rosemont had organised. 
On the river the first of the ferryboats were bringing people to work. 
They stared at the transports but did not respond to the children’s 

waves. 

Watching the scene, Aviva was troubled. The feiiies weie full of 
defeated Germans who were able to live in their own land and go 


about their daily lives, while she and all the others on the transports 
were being returned to the land of their people s muideieis. She led 
the children back down to the hold; it was better to stay there than 
continue to witness the scenes on the water which could triggei such 

painful thoughts. 


In Hamburg, the Sherwood Foresters had once more taken up 
position on the quay. Frogmen had searched under the pilings tor 

explosives. None had been found. 

Ocean Vigour was the first to dock. On the quay an officei used a 


loudspeaker to instruct the immigi'ants to disembark peacefully. A 
few' voices shouted down they would not. The officei lepeated his 
order. The soldiers raised their clubs and held theii teai-gas gienades 
ready as they moved closer to the transport. Peering over the lop ol 
the canvas-covered fences were the re])orteis and new si eel 
cameramen Major-General Bishop had hojX'd to keej) away; instead 
they had brought stepladders to give them views of the first refugees 
coming slowly dowai the gangway to the dock before disappearing 
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into the cloth-covered wire corridor which led to the waiting trains. 

Two-thirds of the 1,406 passengers disembarked without resisting. 
The remainder started a sit-down protest on deck. The officer with 
the loudspeaker ordered them to stop. His demand was ignored. He 
blew a whistle. Soldiers ran up the gangway and dragged the im¬ 
migrants bodily to the train. When the quay was clear, a truck 
arrived. Stencilled on its side was ‘Bomb Disposal Squad’. Its men 
boarded Ocean Vigour. An hour later they emerged and reported to the 
officer that there was no sign of any explosives. 

Shortly afterwards. Empire Rival docked. The same procedure was 
repeated - only this time its 1,420 passengers left without protest. 
Among them was Gerald Landau. Once more the bomb squad 
began to search. Suddenly one came rushing down the gan.gway, 
yelling for the area to be cleared. The sticks of dynamite in the bilges 
had been found. When the area was cleared, the bomb squad 
brought down the explosh es. Ruth Gruber, one of the hundreds of 
reporters watching the scene, later reported that all but one of the 
explosives were detonated ‘in Hamburg’s deserted Barrack Square’. 

The remaining stick of dynamite and its detonator were displayed 
at a BAOR-organised press conference which Major-General Bishop 
chaired with unconcealed satisfaction. He had been inundated with 


protests about the way the media had been stopped from having 
contact with the immigrants. ‘You will see now why we had to take 


steps to protect your lives. Among them were terrorists ready to take 


more British lives.’ 


David Ben-Gurion w'as infuriated by the plan to dynamite the 
transport. Not only was it a breach of his authority, but it came at a 
crucial time in the partition vote. He had assigned e\'ery member of 
the Jewish Agency’s Political Department to lobby the delegates at 
the General Assembly of the UN. He had gone to bed one night with 
the reassurance that the 22 members of the Latin American block. 


the laigest v'oting group, would be won ov'er, but was awoken from 
an uneasy slee|) with news that the \ atican remained opposed to 
Jewish statehood. 4Te Soviets still refused to indicate how thev would 
vote; South Africa, New Zealand and Australia had indicated thev 
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would support statehood Init thought it would he helpful if Israel 
would agree to the Negev being given Arabic sovereignty, UNSCOP 

having earmarked the Negev for the jews. 

The explosives had played into the hands ofthe Arab media. From 
Damascus to Cairo, newspapers asked how their countries could live 


cheek byjowl with a nation that had planned such an outrageous act 
of terrorism. It was seen as further proof that Alexander Cadogan, 
the UK’s representative to the United Nations, had been right when 
he said. The UNSCOP plan is so manifestly unjust to the Arabs that 
it is difficult to see how we could reconcile it with our conscience.’ 

To have to deal now with the attempted bombing on Empire Rival 
was a problem the fiery Ben-Gurion could do without. 


Runnymede Park had been delayed in berthing until mid-morning on 
the Monday after the bomb incident. The Shenvood Foresters waited 
on the dockside while the bomb squad rushed down to the bilges. 

The decision to conduct an immediate search was based on 
Colonel Gregson’s estimate of the severity of the threat. Normal 
procedure would hav^e seen the evacuation of the immigiants, then 
guards and the entire crew first. But to do that would have required 
considerable planning if the bomb had been set to explode with the 
immigrants still on board. For Gregson that was highly unlikely. The 
Palmach and even the Stern Gang would not have wished to kill their 
own people. Again, if there was a bomb, it wotild ha\'e been hidden 
in the bilges, in which case it would probably have caused only 
minimal damage, as evidenced by the dynamite uncox ered on Empire 


Rival Better have the search over and done with. 

The squad returned empty-handed and left. Shortly afteiwaids, 
the soldiers who had accompanied the transport to Flaifa departed, 
several of them calling down their farewells to the 1,485 refugees in 
the holds before tramping down the gangway and marching oil. 


Then came the silence. 

The waiting, the uncertainty about what was going to happen, 
continued to increase the tension. A group of elderly people, the sick, 
pregnant women and nursing motheis had been stationed b\ the 
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companionvvay which led from the hold to the deck. It would be their 
escape route if trouble erupted. All eyes were on Mordechai 
Rosemont. He had already passed around the word that the delay in 
disembarking, the presence of the bomb squad and the unexpected 
departure of the soldiers who had befriended them indicated that 
trouble was brewing. 

He had already made a strategic decision. After his speech the 
previous day, he had been told that a number of the immigrants still 
wanted to resist going ashore and planned to stage a passive strike 
and remain on board until they were assured they would be able to 
go to Palestine. While Mordechai recognised the violence they could 
face, he also admired their determination. 

There were two sets of steel steps bolted to the hold’s walls. The 
younger immigrants liked to use these at mealtimes to climb up to the 
deck — it gave them some much-needed exercise. During the night 
Alordechai told them to remov e one set of steps: ‘I ordered the 
second set of steps to be left intact so that the British could not sav 
people couldn’t leave the ship because there were no stairs. W hen 
he discov ered what had happened the captain had threatened to 

shoot anyone who made a move to remov’e the second steps. I said 
he could shoot me.’ 


Once more Mordechai had negotiated with Colonel Gregson. 
Provided there was a guarantee the sick, the elderly, pregnant 
women, nursing mothers and small children were free to go ashore, 
the second set of steps would remain intact. However, the dismantled 
steps would provide excellent weapons, along with the bolts that had 
secured them. He estimated there were an overwhelming number 
ready to fight. And so they waited in the lengthening silence. 


Suddenly an amplified voice boomed down into the hold. Those 
assembled by the companionway were to come on deck. Anyone else 
vv ishing to disembai k should follow and would be peacefully' escorted 
fiom the ship. Aliiiam and Helena l)egan to lead their gi'oup up to 
tilt deck. No one else' followed. Freddie Rronenberg and Johann 
(loldman returned to their places among immigiants ready to resist 
any^ attempt to dislodge them. Some held j)ieces of the ladder. 
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The silence lengthened. Suddenly the loudspeaker hurst into life 
again, announcing they had one minute to leave the hold. /\viv’a 
Porat joined in the cat-calls, dlicn, from u]) on deck, came footsteps 
and orders shouted in English. Ste])s could be heard pounding down 


the companionway. Mordcchai had positioned himself beneath the 
still-intact ladder, ready to grab the first of the Foresters climbing 
down. ‘I had positioned myself there for a good reason. Somebody 
had stuck up a poster which showed British soldiers fighting the 
Nazis. I was planning to point it out to the soldiers. Instead I was hit 
in the face with a club, dripping blood everywhere.’ 

As the Foresters rushed down the ladder and the companionway, 
weapons swinging, the entire hold rose to their feet and a full-scale 
hand-to-hand fight began. Soldiers lay about them with their clubs; 
immigrants hurled anything they could lay their hands on. Aviva 
would remember how she ‘bit and scratched, kicked and pulled the 
helmets of the soldiers down over their eyes and kicked them in the 
groin’. Other passengers gi'abbed soldiers off the ladder and punched 
them or grabbed their batons and struck out at any Forester who 
came with range. 

Despite his bloodstained face, Mordechai directed the defence of 
his people. He estimated there were now at least a hundred well- 
armed troops fighting their way into the hull. ‘They were hitting 
everyone. People who had said they wanted no part in the fight were 
still bludgeoned. Now everybody was involved, using everything they 
could lay a hand on . . . bottles, tins, everything. It was like a r erun 

of the fight on Exodus.^ 

A woman who had been standing near Johann scr eamed she 
couldn’t see and fell to the floor. She was dragged aside by two 


soldiers. One of the immigrants was charging with a piece of the lad¬ 
der, hitting soldier s r ight and left, scr'eaming like a maddened bull, 

shouting, ‘No quarter given or taken!’ 

Resistance grew. As the soldier's star'ted to grab indixiduals and car r'N 
them by their arms and legs up the companionw ay, the\- w er e hauled 
back into the hold. \\ omen retreated into its corners and linked arms 
to create a solid mass of bodies, their backs against the steel walls. 
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using their feet to kick out at any soldiers who tried to grab them. 

A whistle blew twice on deck, the signal for the troops to form a 
phalanx, rathei like a Roman legion, in the centre of the hold. From 
the deck a powerful jet of freezing water from a hose doused the 
women. Another whistle blew. The torrent of water stopped and 
the soldiers once more charged, slipping on the floor as they again 
grabbed immigrants, trying to haul them up to the deck. 

Aviva fought on while, crouching behind her, the children 
shivered from the water and cried in terror. A soldier tried to gi'ab a 

boy and Aviva, bit his hand. He yelped and looked for an easier target 
than this fieiy-eyed teenager. 

Slowly but inevitably, the soldiers gained control and a growing 
number of immigi'ants, each held by an arm and leg, arrived on deck, 

wriggling and twisting as they tried to break free. But the threat from 
a club stopped them. 

Finally, four hours after the battle began, the hold w as empty and 

the last of the immigrants were led to the w aiting train. Its windows 

w ere covered with barbed wire and armed troops stood at the end of 
each carriage. 

O 


It was getting dark when the train arrived in Poppendorf, near 
Lubeck. A total of 29 Runnymede Park immigrants had been left behind 
in a Hamburg military' hospital to be treated for injuries sustained in 
the fight. Mordechai Rosemont had been taken to a military' police 
station, questioned by an intelligence officer and, after being cleaned 
up, leceived a visit from Golonel Gregson. There was a polite 
exchange of words in which Mordechai thanked his visitor for all he 
had done on the x oyage and said he hoped that one day they would 
meet under different circumstances. Gregson said he hoped so too. 

1 oi \ osef Reich the train brought back memories of his own 

journey to Buchenwald: H he same being crammed together like 

sardines. 'Fhe same stench, not just human waste, but fear. For all of 

tis a train like this with barbed wire on the windows had meant a 

journey which could end in death. In a corner a young couple with 

a baby were taking turns to warm water in a bottle under their arms 
to give the infant a drink.’ 
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Some of the passengers stared stoically at the pretty countryside: 
small villages with steep-rooled houses and ])eoplc working in the 
fields, gathering the last of the harvest. I he farmers stoj^ped to stare 
as the train rattled past. Yosef'wondered how many trains had passed 


this way takingjews to the camps. 

For Aviva the journey across northern Germany triggered the 
sininicnn^ of weeks of crusliecl hopes thcit h3.cl clinicixecl on 

board the train. Since breakfast none of them had received anything 
to eat or drink. ‘Passengers had become berserk, sabotaging everything 
they could lay their hands on until the armed soldiers had cocked their 
weapons. It was raining and I felt the sky is weeping for us. 

Arriving at Poppendorf, they found themselves in a camp that had 
been hastily arranged to accommodate them and that again evoked 
memories of concentration camps: the corrugated-iion roofs on huts 
which, on that first evening, were already cold from the wind blowing 
off the Baltic Sea. For those who were billeted in tents, conditions 


were even bleaker. There was no heating and the canvas had holes 


in it. Each immigrant was given a metal camp bed, a mattiess made 
from potato sacks stufied with straw, and one thin blanket. Huts built 
for 60 people now held double that number. The camp, which had 
until recently housed 2,000 German prisoners of war, now held the 
immigrants from Runnymede Park and Empire Rival. 

Freddie Kronenberg, once the gatekeeper at Auschwatz, had seen 


the wire fences and the patrolling troops. But unlike the concentra¬ 
tion camp, ‘they were not threatening. One or two even nodded and 
pointed to a large tent. Inside a hot meal had been piepaied. I knew 

then that things would not be too bad.’ 

Passengers from Ocean Vigour were at Am Stan, a camp a mile 
away. After the bomb incident it had been decided to send them 
there at MI6’s request; the Secret Intelligence Sen ice suspected the 
transport had on board memljers of the Palyam, w ho could be moie 
easily interrogated if'they were kept in a sej)arate conq^ound. 


Next morning Mike Pev^ etz and his wife, Pessia, cradling Hannah, 
joined the line waiting to be officially registered. Soldiers had set up 
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tables outside the dining tent, where the couple had eaten breakfast 
and had been given a bottle of warm milk for Hannah. During the 
meal there had been unanimous agreement that no one should reveal 
his or her personal identity. It was the start of what Mike called ‘our 
policy of non-cooperation until we recewed absolute guarantees we 
would go to Palestine’. 

When he came to stand before a table he was asked his name. ‘I 
am Churchill. W inston Churchill. The soldier raised his evebrows. 
How had I come to the Exodus? I told him I was kidnapped and 
brought to the transport.’ 

The nonplussed soldier had stared at Pessia and asked who she 

was. ‘Mrs Churchill, of course. And the baby is our little Churchill 
daughter.’ 

He waved the family aside and motioned for the next person to 
step forward. He gave his name as Neville Chamberlain. Another 
claimed kinship with the Attlee family, someone else said he was 
related to Stalin and another to Truman. So it went on, with each 

name followed by Palestine as the place of birth and current address 
as Exodus 1947. 

By midday the registration was abandoned. 


A few days after the camps opened, Mordechai Rosemont arrived. 
The British authorities had failed to find a charge to hold him. He 
told the assembled crowd at Poppendorf: ‘We, the people of Exodus 
1947, have endured so much suffering that we feel like we are all one 

big family. We must now work together as a team as we prepare to 
go to our real home.’ 


He quickly brought together the \'ariousJewish relief organisations 
to provide I'ood, soap, religious and school books, ritual items for the 
coming high holidays, newspapers in Hebrew and Yiddish, warm 
winter clothes and new shoes. Shoemakers among the refugees were 
|)rovided with cobbler’s hammers and lasts to fit 2,700 heels and 
1,700 soles Ibr worn-out footwear; 4,500 toothbrushes and an equal 
number ol lubes ol toothpaste were distributed. The majority of the 
supplies caiiK' from stoc kpiles in the American zone. 
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Mordechai was determined that all the supplies should be equally 
divided; he wanted no distinction regarding the previous wealth or 
position held by an Exodus immigrant. Here they were all on a par. 

The Foreign Ofiice ohicials sent to Liibeck to organise the return 
of the immigrants to France - a move quickly rejected by them - 
became increasingly alarmed at the growing authority of Mordechai 
Rosemont. Having already identified him as the prime source of the 
campaign not to disembark at Port-de-Bouc, which in turn had led 
to bruising publicity over Operation Oasis, Bevin ordered that there 
must be no repetition of events. But in Mordechai he had met a wily 


opponent. 

Mordechai told members of the committees he had set up at 
Poppendorf and Am Stau to organise the daily affairs of the camps 
that they must ‘be polite to the British but also always firm and you 
must show them we are not afraid. Until we can return to Palestine 
we must show we regard them as our jailors and oppressors. 


On 26 September 1947, Walter Eytan, the head of the Political 
Department, strolled down to David Ben-Gurion’s office at the end 
of the corridor in the Jewish Agency building in Jerusalem. He 
knocked on the door and walked in, one of the two allowed 
unrestricted access to the chairman. The other was Eytan’s deputy. 


Golda Meyerson. 

His face sallow and strained from long days of work, Eytan 
slumped into an armchair opposite Ben-Gurion’s desk. At the end of 
each day, the chairman would be waiting for Eytan’s latest report. As 
usual he delivered it in his precise voice: ‘NIy latest reading indicates 
there are now 23 votes for partition and 13 against. The non-deciders 
remain just that — undecided.’ 

Ben-Gurion grunted. 4’hose committed to support partition were 
still short of the two-thirds majority needed at the meeting of the UN 
General Assembly on 29 November. Eytan expressed his concern 
that some Jewish Agency ollicials in New' \oik wtic not pulling in 
the votes they needed and were ‘moli\'ated by a hunt foi kcivod^ gloiA, 

personal ambition and prestige’. 


348 


Operation Exodus 


That said, Eytan conceded, others he had placed in New York were 
beyond criticism: Eliyahu Sasson, the Aleppo-born Arabist in the 
Political Department, had established invaluable contacts with 
the Syrians, Yemenis and Iraqis, even though they had yet to confirm 
whether their nations would support partition. Moshe Tov was 
coaxing, as only he could, the Colombians, Ecuadorians and Mexicans 
to place their nations’ support behind the motion. Russian-born 
Elyahu Epstein was satisfied the Soviets would commit, but less 
certain of Luxembourg, Ethiopia and Liberia. Eytan said there was 
still time to win them over. 

Once more Ben-Gurion grunted. Time was not an option. Every' 
hour of ev'ery day counted. He wanted a worldwide two-pronged 
campaign to nail down the undecided. He reminded W alter Eytan: 
To be a nation answerable for its own destiny is a precious ideal, 
and the Jewish people have abided by that ideal with messianic 
longing. We have come this far by surviving endless efibrts and grim 
sacrifices. We must never forget that our state cannot simply be set 


up by declaration. It is created from the foundation of hard work.’ 

Eytan smiled. Ben-Gurion at his biblical best was a powerful force. 
The Agency’s political mastermind walked back to his office re¬ 
energised to resume his search for v'otes. 

Another pressing problem Ben-Gurion knew he must resolve was 
the future of the Exodus immigrants. No one could challenge his 
commitment to them; in every' speech he had made that plain. But 
if the United Nations v ote went as he hoped, all-out conflict with the 
Arabs would follow as surely as the sun rose over Mount Carmel. 
The Haganah could no longer be an underground guerrilla force but 
would havT to be a lull-scale army, one based on the British Armv, 
whose military discipline he had admired in Europe. 

Ben-Cjiirion accepted that on paper the Haganah could call upon 
some 60,000 peo|)le, btU many had only received basic training and 


there were fewer than 16,000 armed and ready to fight the Arabs. 
Howev er, there were 28,000 immigrants in the Cyprus camps who 


weie ol military' age. Shotild Ahy'ah Bet not focus on bringing them 
first to Palestine.^ Or should he continue to support the view that the 
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priority must be to complete the Kxodus operdUon? Certainly it would 
be an unprecedented triumj)h. On liis last v^isit to the Cnitcd States, 
in the high-rise apartment of Rudolf Sonneborn in New York, that 
view had been expressed again. In many ways he understood: Exodus 
had become a Zionist flagship. 

Yet there was also another factor. For over 4,000 immigrants 
suddenly to arrive at one time now would have a serious economic 
effect. The elderly, the sick and the young would all require medical 
help and others would need proper training in militaiT tactics if they 
were to be of any real use in defending the country. 

Since the start of the Exodus operation there had been crucial 


political changes with the visit of the UNSCOP committee, the 
endless debates at the United Nations, the decision that Britain was 
ready to give up the Mandate and, finally, the vote of the General 

Assembly at the end of November. 

Every Jewish man, woman and able child would be needed to 

defend their people. On his visit to the settlements he would usually 
end a speech with the reminder: ‘You don’t become a farmer in a 
day. Or learn how to make a road or put up a telegraph pole.’ 
Recently he had added another required skill. How many of his 
listeners could handle a gun? 


That evening, after Walter Eytan left, David Ben-Gurion again 
sat behind his desk, which was piled high with books and papers, and 
pondered a question. How many of the Exodus immigrants would 
need weapons training? He re-read a letter he had received earlier 
fi'om the Haganah High Command: Like you we are certain that we 
wall soon face a w^ar and we should expect our fallen to be in foui- 
figure numbers. It is most urgent that the suitability of all future 

immigrants takes that into account.’ 

How' to resolve the matter went to the xery heart of illegal 
imrnigi'ation. Should all the E.xodus immigrants be admitted at once? 
Or should they be allowed entry on a decision taken about their 
SLiitabilitv to defend the countrv? Doctors and nurses must be gix en 
priority’. Einguists would also hax’C a favoured position, pioxidcd they 
spoke Hebrew' or Yiddish and could quickly be trained in Arabic. 
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Yehoshua Levy, the treasurer of the Jewish Agency, had 
summarised the dilemma posed by the Exodus immigrants: ‘\\ hile 
security of the people takes priority over all else, we would be 
committing a wrong towards the people of Exodus, who could rightly 
be called soldiers, if they are admitted by a selection process.’ 

The Arabs had enormous reserves of men and money, and no 
shortage of arms; they used anyone who could handle a gun or driv e 
a vehicle. The Jews must do the same. Davdd Ben-Gurion finally 
made his decision in the small hours of the morning of 27 September. 

The Exodus immigrants must be brought in as soon as possible after 
the partition vote. 

In the last two months they had gained worldwide support and 
huge sums of money had been donated to buy more ships to bring 
other immigrants to Palestine. To do anything that would be 
construed as delaying the return of the Exodus passengers to their 
homeland would be seen throughout the Diaspora as a gigantic error 
of judgement. As he sat in his office David Ben-Gurion felt more at 
peace than he had for some time. 


The onset of winter and the overall living conditions there had made 
Poppendorf and Am Stau unsuitable. The prov ision of extra blankets 
had been no compensation for the absence of any heating facilities 
and heavy rain had turned the ground between the huts into pools 
of mud. There had been regular ov erflows in the toilet blocks. Some 
of the two-storey wooden bunk beds had collapsed from rot. At night 
rats emerged from holes in the floorboards. The Foreign Office 
officials in Liibeck had told reporters it was difficult to get German 
workers to go to the camj)s and cany out the necessarv' repairs but 
that ‘other matters are under discussion’. 


On 20 October 1947, alter a spate of stories about conditions in 
both camps, Major-General Bishop met with Foreign Office officials 
m Liibeck and agreed it would be best to transfer the Exodus 
immigrants to two other camj)s, Emden in East Frisia, and 
Sengwarden, north of VVilhelmshaven. The proposal was put to 
Mordechai Rosemont, who issued a statement to the ever-present 
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journalists: ‘Nothing will deter us li'om going to Palestine. Which jail 
we go to is up to the British. However, as they have shown no threat 
to transfer us forcibly we will accept the move. But we wish to make 
clear that our immediate departure to Palestine remains a burning 
issue and, until that happens, we are still their prisoners and they are 
our jailers and op])ressors.’ 

For the reporters it was another story which reinforced the status 
of the Exodus immigrants. The fund-raising across the Diaspora, 
which had eased off in recent weeks, flared back into life. .\11 along 
the East Coast money poured into events organised by the Jewish 
Agency to buy clothes and gifts for the immigrants. Jews in Britain, 
France and Spain sent parcels to addresses that had been published 
in the press for Jewish New Year. In Palestine the Jewish N ational 
Fund asked people to donate saplings which would be planted and 
registered in the fund’s ‘Golden Book’. 


On 2 November, the transfer of the Exodus immigrants began. In 
an attempt to win over the reporters, a few had been allowed to tra\ el 
on the trains taking them to their new camps. The newspaper 
accounts of conditions on board conjured up memories of the Nazi 
cattle trucks. The new camps at Emden and Sengwarden were 
similarly described, with vivid accounts of filthy sanitation conditions, 
huts filled with rotting rubbish and broken windows. This time local 
German workers were quickly recruited to clean and repair the 
camps. The gates and the guards were removed. For the first time 
the Exodus immigrants were free to move around as they pleased. 

For Fira and Efraim it was a time to talk of marriage. He would 
remember: ‘We talked about the music and the dances. The children 
would be there. I would find my brother and aunt in America. W'c 
talked and talked and still talked. We were just so happy.’ 


On 26 November 1947 Saul Av igur, Yehuda Arazi and Ada Sereni 
arrived in the camp in Emden, having dri\Tn through the American 
zone. They had come not only to insj^ect both the cam|)s but also to 
plan how the Exodus immigrants could be brought to Palestine. It 
would invoke the kind of journey across Europe they had already 
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made to board the Exodus. Then the trucks of the Jewish Brigade had 
been there to help; now they were no longer available and the British 
most certainly would not assist. At Emden they were met by Moshe 
Sneh, from the Paris office of Aliyah Bet. He said that the imrnigi'ants 
in both camps had been promised they were ‘at the head of the 
immigration-to-Palestine queue. It is essential to honour that promise 
because of the pessimistic mood of the majority in the camps. They 
feel they have been deserted.’ 

Avigur explained that was why they had come. Mordechai 
Rosemont had already sent a telegram to Ben-Gurion, giving a grim 
account of conditions in both camps. Later that day, Avigur went to 
each camp and addressed the immigrants and reassured them they 
had not been forgotten: ‘You will be wrong to feel you have won all 
the battles and will lose the war. You are wanted for the srreatest war 

O 

of all that is coming, the war to defend our country.’ 

Strategically, he said, nothing could happen until after the United 
Nations vote. In the meantime his two companions — Arazi and Ada 
- would search for the boats that would finally take them to Palestine. 


The 300 delegates of the fledgling United Nations took their seats in 
a con\-erted skating rink on a cloudy afternoon on Saturday 29 
November 1947 in Flushing Meadow, New York. They had come to 
vote on the future of Palestine. Meanwhile, 6,000 miles away in 
Jerusalem, it was midnight. Within the city’s ancient walls everyone 
with a wireless was glued to their set, listening to the news from New 
York over the Palestine Broadcasting System. Those who did not 
hav'e a wireless gathered round the sets in their neighbours’ homes. 


In a small stone house in one of the city’s new Jewish quarters, 
Golda Meyerson had invited friends to hear the broadcast. Her home 
was simply furnished and the dominant feature in the crowded 
kitchen was the Philli|)s radio on a shelf between books in Russian 
and Hebiew, plus a few' in English dealing with laws under which 
the Mandate was operated. The kitchen was her salon and office, 
where two generations of Zionists had come to seek her adx ice on 
business deals, the purchase of a piece of land, her inteipretation of 
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a Mandate law. 


In between 


they ate her freshly baked cakes and 


accepted another cup of cofree from the pot she kcj^t l)rewing on the 
stove. On that November night the wireless volume was turned up so 
that those in downstairs rooms or standing in the street outside could 
hear through the open front door and windows. From time to time 
Golda would give her thoughts on the broadcast. 

By late afternoon in Flushing Meadow the last of the delegates 
were settling in their seats inside the hall. Among them was Emir 
Faisal ibn Abdul al-Aziz of Saudi Arabia in his magnificent black 
and gold abaya, who sat in the middle of the Arab delegation. 

Since he had led his delegation to their seats, the Emir had sat 
silent and watchful, his hawk-eyed face staring ahead at the podium. 
He now knew that the years of secret negotiations with Britain he 
had encouraged as part of its grand strategy in the region for the 
Arabs had produced only empty promises - for he had discov ered 
that Britain had also been holding secret meetings with the Jewish 
Agency under the chairmanship of Sir Alan Cunningham, the 
Mandate High Commissioner. Among the proposals discussed was 
that in return for Britain voting in favour of a State of Israel, the Jews 
would allow British troops to remain in Palestine to defend its own 


well-established interests in the region. 

But now, as the delegates filed in, neither the Jews nor the Arabs 
knew how the United Kingdom would vote. Their delegation was 
led by Sir Alexander Cadogan. Surrounded by Foreign Office civ il 
servants, he sat silent, his face impassive, the quintessential diplomat 

in his custom-made Savdle Row suit. 

Shortly after 5pm the General Assembly president, Osvaldo 
Aranha, a slightly built Brazilian, his forehead shining with perspi¬ 
ration from the newsreel camera lights, stepped up to the podium 
and rapped once with his gav^el to announce that the time had come 

to vote on the partition of Palestine. 

An aide stood beside him and held out a tray. On it were 56 slips 
of folded paper, each bearing the name of a nation represented in the 
hall. Aranha picked out one and read it. For a moment he stared at 
the delegates, then he announced, ‘Guatemala.' 1 he ambassador of 
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Guatemala stood and announced his country had voted in favour of 
partition. 

On the other side of the world, in the wire room of the Palestine 
Broadcasting System, pieces of paper were ripped from the tele¬ 
printers and a copy-boy ran across a courtyard to the studio of the 
Hebrew serxace. A second messenger went to the adjoining Arab- 
language studio. Translators turned the copy into Hebrew and 
Arabic for the waiting broadcasters. 


Chaim Weizmann knew that no other decision in the short life of the 
United Nations had produced such passion over the fate of a slice of 
land on the eastern rim of the Mediterranean. Like Golcla Meyerson 
like every adult Jew, Weizmann had followed the weeks of nego¬ 
tiations which would soon culminate as delegates hnally \’oted on the 
proposal to cut the holy land of \Ioses, Jesus and Alohammed 
the Prophet into two separate states, one Jewish, one Arab. Most 
controversially, the United Nations had already rejected the right of 
either state to have sovereignty o\^er Jerusalem, the city where the 

political, religious and economic life of Palestine had for centuries 
been based. 


Without Jerusalem as their capital, the Jewish people felt they 
would hav'e a nation without a soul. For them, the citv had not only 
spiritual but also strategic meaning. In 1 Qd? two out of ev'erv’ three 
inhabitants were Jews, almost a fifth of the entire Jewish population 
in Palestine. To lose control over Jerusalem meant \'ital routes to the 


Mediterranean and the Judean hills would no longer be in Jewish 
hands. However, the Vatican had told its papal nuncios - its 
diplomats - throughout Latin America and Catholic Ireland and 
Poland to make it clear to the Jewish leaders that in return for the 
Holy See’s support, Jerusalem must be internationalised. Without 
that guaiantee the j^owerlul Caithohc vote would not support 
I)artition. 'Fhe Jewish Agency had finally agreed, and Guatemala 
became the first country within the Catholic fieldom to \'ote in 
lav'our. Now, on that Novc'inber exening, it remained to be seen 
whether the other Catholic countries would vote the same wav. 
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In Jerusalem, the mouK'nl Noting began (jolcla M(‘yerson, 
cigarette between her lips, started to write down in a notelxjok each 
decision on one of three j^ages headed ‘Partition’, ‘Against’ and 
‘Abstentions’. Below Guatemala she wrote in turn ‘Australia’, 
‘Nicaragua’, ‘Costa Rica’ and ‘United States’, kor the first time she 
smiled. It looked as if the Vatican would keep its promise. On the 
‘Against’ page Golda wrote ‘Cuba’, ‘India’, ‘Iraq’ and ‘Iran’. She 
shrugged; she had not expected otherwise. Over the wireless the 
Hebrew broadcaster continued to read out the wire service copy 
from New York in the same calm voice he used to broadcast stock 
market prices: ‘Fifteen votes have now been counted. There are 41 
more to be counted.’ 

Golda Meyerson brought the first cheer of the night in the kitchen 
when she said the vote for partition was ahead. 

In the radio station the teleprinter chattered out the names of each 
ambassador as he was called to announce his countiy’s vote: Brazil 
- in favour, Ecuador - in favour, Luxembourg - in favour. New 
Zealand - in favour. South Africa — in favour. 

Next door, in the Arab-language studio, the announcer pro¬ 
claimed that Eg\y)t, Greece and Lebanon had voted against. In 
favour: Sweden, Uruguay, France and Denmark. 

Golda wrote steadily in her notebook. Norway, Peru, Canada, 
Iceland and the Dominican Republic had all voted in favour. 

In the Hebrew-language studio the broadcaster was almost 
shouting into his microphone: Belgium, Bolivia and Paraguay had 
voted for partition; only Syria, \ emen, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and 

Turkey had opposed. 

Golda’s notebook was filling more rapidly: Veneztiela, the Sox iet 
Union, Ukrainian SSR, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Netherlands, Haiti, 
Liberia, the Philippines and Byelorussian SSR had all cast \otcs in 

favour. 

The telej^rinter in the wire room delivered a s]:)ate of abstentions: 
Argentina, Chile, the Republic of C4nna, Cailombia, LI SaKadoi, 
Ethiopia, Honduras, Mexico, ^^lgoslavia and the United Kingdom. 

There was a j)ausc, then oxer the wireless came the suddenlx 
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emotional voice of the Hebrew broadcaster: ‘Panama. We have 
succeeded!’ 

Amid the thunderous cheering in her kitchen Golda continued 
writing down the names. 

Still trying to control himself, the announcer confirmed: ‘The 
General Assembly of the United Nations, by a vote of 33 in favour, 
13 against, 10 abstentions, one absent, has voted for partition.’ 

His words were lost in an even louder rousing cheer in the kitchen. 
Golda motioned for silence. The broadcaster was shouting: ‘. . . we 
will become a fully fledged State of Israel from the stroke of midnight 
on 14 May 1948. That is sLx months . . .’ 

The rest of what he was saying was lost in the new roar of voices 
now joined by the jubilant cries rising across the city. 

Golda picked up the blue-and-white flag bearing the Alagen David 
from the kitchen table beside the wireless. Until now it had been 
neatly folded. Unfolding it, her voice little more than a whisper, she 
murmured, ‘At last we are a free people.’ 

All around them, throughout Jerusalem, in the streets and cafes 
of Tel Aviv and Haifa, in settlements in the countrv , the same words 
were repeated: 'Mazel tov! Good luck!’ 

On the day alter the vote, a wave of Arab attacks left sev en Jews 
dead and scores more wounded. Shooting, stoning and rioting 
continued apace in the following days. The consulates of Poland and 
Sweden, both of whose governments had voted for partition, were 
attacked. Bombs were thrown into Jewish cafes, Molotov cocktails 
were hurled at Jewish shops, a synagogue was set on fire. 


In Jerusalem Ben-Gurion knew that before the Magen Dav id flag 
could be raised across the world to announce the arriv al of a new 
nation there was much to do: embassies and diplomatic missions to 
open, ambassadors to be appointed, military commanders to be 
confirmed, borders to be protected and preparations made for the 
war he was now certain would come. He had sensed its looming 

})resence in the silence from the Arab quarter of the city. In its souks 
they were pre|)aring. 
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/\s he sal in the back of his eliauireiir-driven car, Bcn-Ckirion knew 


he would soon be engull'ed in a battle for the very' life ol'a nation still 
only a name. It was all the more imj)ortant, he told himself, that he 
should make this journey to the Histadrut Medical Centre in the 
western suburbs ofjerusalcm. As he stepped out of the car into the 
darkened building, the two armed men in the lobby came to 
attention. They were the bodyguards of the Haganah’s city 
commander, Israel Amir. One of the guards led him to an office at 
the back of the building that served as the organisation’s 


headquarters. Waiting there with Amir was Yossi Hard. All three 
were friends and had met in this building many times; the clinic had 
been chosen by Amir as cover from both British and Arabic 
surveillance. Usually the three men would sit over coffee and 
sometimes play cards while discussing political matters. Tonight 
there was no time for such pleasantries. Ben-Gurion turned to \ ossi 
and told him it was time to bring home not only all the Exodus 
immigrants but all the remainingjews in DP camps in Germany. He 
wanted them back before the State of Israel became a fully fledged 


nation. 


Epilogue 


B y the day of the partition vote two ships, Pan Crescent and Pan Tork^ 
had already been registered with Lloyd’s of London under the 
Panamanian flag. The money to buy them had been raised by Leo 
Bernstein and Ralph Goodman, whose fund-raising had bought 
Exodus. Both ships were listed as being owned by the F&B Shipping 
Company of 24 Stone Street, New York City. In the past week the 
eompany had registered 12 smaller ships with Lloyd’s, all flying 
under the Panamanian flag. F&B was the former W eston Trading 

Company, the owner of Exodus, and had the same direetors, 
supporters of Aliyah Bet. 

Like Exodus, Pan Crescent and Pan lork had mixed erevvs of 


Ameriean-born Jewish volunteers and experieneed members of the 
Palyam, ineluding the dozen who had been smuggled Exodus. 
Along with Yossi, Ike, Dr Cohen and Zvi Tiroehe, they had all been 
hidden in Haganah safe houses while its High Command eonv'ened 
a eoLirt of inquiry to investigate what had happened on Exodus. Ike 


and the I alyam erew had testified that the ship had been surrendered 
too hastily. \ ossi and Dr Cohen were adamant that the medieal 
situation on board had left no alternative but to eall for urgent help. 
Vossi s view had been upheld. But no eritieism was levelled at Ike’s 


eaptainey. On the eontraiy, he was highly eomplimented for all he 
had done, ineluding saving the ship’s log. 

Betw(‘en them. Pan Crescent and Pan York were eapable of earn ing 
1 (),00() immigi ants. f&B had assured the Panama gov ernment that it 
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was engaged in no such traffic, d he guarantee was accepted and the 
two ships had sailed to Europe, Pan York to wait in Marseilles for further 
orders from the Haganah, Pan Crescent to undergo further outfitting in 
Venice. Both ships had been told to remain at their berths until after 
the outcome of the United Nations vote. By then Pan Crescent was 


undergoing repairs to the hull after being damaged by a limpet mine. 
The Haganah accused MIG of planting it. Britain denied it. 

The sharjD-eyed Ruth Gruber was among the first reporters to notice 
that the immigrants from both Emden and Sengwarden had left to 
join one of the trains heading south to the Bulgarian port of Burgas. 
Their one-way tickets had been paid for by the Jewish Agency. 

Yossi Harel arrived there on 2 December, to superv ise the loading 
of Pan York, which had initially sailed from Marseilles with a mixed 
commercial cargo the ever-innovative Joe Baharlia had provided. 
Nevertheless, on a tip from MIG, the Palestine Patrol had set off in 
pursuit. Barred by the Montreux Convention from entering the 
Dardanelles — all warships rec|uired special clearance — the naval 
ships could not conduct a stop-and-search operation. 

In London, Foreign Secretary Bevin continued to reel under the 
media attacks over the deportation of the Exodus immigrants to 
Germany. The government had been divided, leaving many mem¬ 
bers of its Cabinet filled with grave misgivings. Denis Healey, the 
international secretary of the Labour Party, called the deportation a 


terrible, terrible mistake’. 

Lieutenant John Donaldson, who had sent a detachment of the 
Gth Airborne Division to escort the three transports, later said his 
paratroopers never returned to their units in Palestine because the 
ordeal had such an emotional impact that a near mutiny erupted 
among them. The British Army decided not to file any charges and 
closed the matter quietly, in order to prev ent a political iipi oar. 

On 12 December 1947, Pan arrived in Burgas. It had been 

renamed Ingathering of Exiles and Pan York was now Independence. As 
well as some of the Exodus immigrants, the two ships took on board 
refugees from DP camps in Euroj^e before Yossi Harel led his flotilla 

out of the port. 
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Throughout the winter and spring of 1948 there would be other 
voyages by the blockade-runners. Both Yossi and Ike played a role in 
bringing them in. Meanwhile, the Palestine Patrol continued with 
little success to tr^^ and intercept the increasing flow of immigrants. 


On 14 May 1948, at his usual hour of 7am, Sir Alan Cunningham’s 
batman entered the bedroom of the High Commissioner’s official 
residence overlooking the walled Old City ofjerusalem. The mansion 
on the Hill of the Council of Evil had remained the official residence 
of the High Commissioner since it had first been occupied by General 
Sir Edmund Allenby 30 years, five months and five days before. 4 he 
batman carefully draped over a clothes stand Cunningham’s 
uniform of a general in His Majesty’s Royal Artillery'. 

The High Commissioner was a slim, moustached man with 
probing eyes. Any trace of the Dublin accent he was born with had 
long been replaced by a clipped English public school voice - nur¬ 
tured at Cheltenham College and the Royal Nlilitarv' Academy — and 
honed by almost half a centurv' of military^ serv ice. Those years had 
earned him campaign medals: a Military’ Cross and the Distinguished 
Service Cross in the First World War in the trenches at Ypres. He 
had commanded the newly formed Eighth Army in the Libyan 
Desert before General Montgomery took o\’er; there had been 
campaigns in Ethiopia and Kenya. In a velvet-lined box were his 
highest honour's: the Knight Gt'and Cross of the Order of St Michael 
and St George and Knight Commander of the Order of the Bath. 
These he wore only on special occasions. This day would be one, for 
by nightfall he would \mve brought to an end Britain’s rule over 


Palestine. 

Phe batman left the bedroom and returned with the breakfast he 


prepared e\’ery morning: half a gr apefr'uit, poached eggs, tea and 
toast with a side order of sausages and bacon. Holding the tray, he 
stood by the brass bedpost and rnirrmitred his r'egular greeting. 


\\ hile Sir Alarr ate, his batman performed another r itual. In the 
corner ol the bedr oom was a r ecor d plaver, with a small stack of lone- 
|)layirrg r ecords ol classical music beside it: Beethox en, Bach, VT aldi. 
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The l)alman selected one, placed it on the turntable, waited a 
moment for the music to start and then left. 

After breakfast Sir Alan wrote in his daily private diary that he felt ‘an 
ovei'whelming sadness. So much effort expended. So many lives lost to 
such little puipose. "fhirty years and we have achieved nearly nothing.’ 

He knew he would leave Palestine in the eyes of many a hated 


figure. Just as he knew there were powerful foiccs in place on that 
May day to defend the Jews against attack: the Haganah. The Arabs 
had the backing of their allies in Syria and Egypt, from where 
armaments had come to support the fight against the Jews. There 
was ev^ery reason for Sir Alan to feel he had achieved v'cry little. 
Dressed in his uniform, he stood at the bedroom window. The sun 
was already high in the sky, gleaming on the church spires of the Old 
City and beyond the Judean hills. At the foot of the residence flag¬ 
pole, a bugler of the Highland Light Infantry^ began to play as the 

Union Jack was lowered for the last time. 

The Arab gardeners, who had tended the grounds he had so loved 
during his three years in Palestine, had not shown up for work; he 
knew it was another sign British rule was at last o\ er. He had lost 
count of the times he had walked down the gravel paths and paused 
at the flowerbeds to ponder the fate of a condemned Irgun prisoner 
or tried to put from his mind the photographs of Biitish bodies killed 
by an Irgun bomb. He stared for a moment longer at the lavendei 
beds, the climbing roses and the heathers he had arranged to have 
transplanted from the Scottish heaths. Now he wondered whethei 
they would be dug up by whoever occupied the residence next. 


A number of the Exodus immigrants watched that May afternoon 
when the British finally paraded out of Palestine, the rhythmical 
tramp of boots echoing through the Street of the Jews, the route 
along which all the other occupiers had left the city: Babylonians, 
Assyrians, Romans, Persians, Arabs, Crusaders and Idirks. dlie 
soldiers, rifles on shoulders, eyes unwavering, ignored the hostik 
faces while they marched to the skirl of bagpipes foi the last time 

through the narrow street. 
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Behind the marching column came a four-ton Daimler, built for 
King George Vi’s tours through the streets of blitzed London during 
the Second World War. It had been sent to Palestine on the order of 
Prime iMinister Clement Attlee. With the car came an instruction to 

Sir Alan from No. 10 Downing Street: ‘Your departure must lack 
nothing.’ 


All morning a soldier had buffed and polished the Daimler until it 
reflected the faces in the crowd watching the Unionjack flutter from 
its bonnet as it moved through the city for the last time. In the back 
of the car, imperious-faced Sir Gordon IMacNlillan, commander-in¬ 
chief of British Forces in Palestine, sat beside an ecjually grim-looking 
Sir Alan Cunningham. Beside the driver was a plump British major, 
the buttons on his dress uniform burnished, the epaulettes on his 
shoulders displaying the tabards of the Suffolk Regiment. 

T he car halted opposite the entrance to a cobbled alley. The major 
alighted from the Daimler. In one hand he held a bar of rusted iron 


almost a foot long. He strode to a massive arched door, used the bar 
to rap on its hea\y wooden frame, stepped back and waited. The 
door swung open to reveal an elderly man dressed in the severe black 
of his calling. Mordechai WYingarten was the oldest and most 


revered of all the rabbis in the City of David. 

His position had brought him into regular contact with Sir lAlan 
and his Mandate administration. The rabbi had also developed a 
good relationship with the Arab sheikhs who li\'ed in the Old Citv' 
and who, like him, were venerated by their own people. But the sight 
of the major standing on his doorstep, the waiting column of soldiers 
and the brooding silence of the crowd hlled Rabbi Weingarten with 
unease. What last-minute surprise would the British spring? 

dliose close enough watched as he looked cautiously from the 
major to the Daimler, then at the iron bar hanging from the hand of 
the oflicer as he spoke: ‘On behalf of His Majesty King George and 
all who sene him, I ask you to accept this key to the Zion Gate.’ 

fiom ti window ov erlooking the scene, David Ben-Gurion saw the 
Daimler j)ass out of'sight through the Zion Gate. 

Ia'cii before Sir Alan Cunningham’s Daimler, guarded bv 
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arniourccl curs unci truc'ks filled with soldicu's, hud rcuchcd Huifu tn 
hourd u Royul Nuvy cruiser, HMS Euryalus, to begin the journey to 
Brituin, Ben-Gurion hud hurried to the 1 el Aviv Museum to chuir the 
first meeting of the Nutionul Council, representing ull the jews of 
the Yishuv. His voice filled with j^ride us he reud to them the 
Declurution of Independence which estublished the Jewish stute, to be 
known in future us Yledinuth Yisruel. He wus formully uppointed us 
the country's prime minister unci Mc^she Shurett, who hud hud 
led the Pulestine Delegution ut the United Nutions, wus mude numed 
foreign minister. Fittingly, Dr Chuim W eizmunn, who hud pluyed 
such u v'ltul purt in the bringing ull their dreums to fiuition, vv^us 
uppointed Isruel’s first president. In u letter to Weizmunn formully 
offering him the presidency, Ben-Gurion had written: ‘I doubt 
whether the Presidency is vital to Dr Weizmunn, but the Presidency 
of Dr Weizmunn is a moral necessity for the State of Israel.’ At this 
great moment in Israel’s history, its two great leaders had put theii 

differences behind them. 


On 17 June 1948, Yossi Harel brought out the last shipload Exodus 
immigrants from the Emden camp and ordered that a message be 
sent to the pink-stucco-fronted house on Tel Aviv s wateifiont. \\ e 
have removed the last of the Exodus people from Amos [Germany]. 
With the exception of a few sick people, no one lemains. We ha\e 
fulfilled our promise to bring the Exodus people home. Inform anyone 

involved.’ 


Postscript 


1951 

The mayor of Haifa announced that would become a floating 

museum, symbolising the struggle ofjews to claim their homeland. 
The plan was postponed and nev^er revived. 


1952 

On 26 August Exodus caught fire at its mooring. The harbour fire 
boats were unable to stop her burning to the waterline. The cause of 
the blaze was never discovered. The ship was towed to Haifa’s 

Shemen Beach. In no time she had sunk to its sandy bottom, leaving 
only her top deck visible. 


1954 

An Italian firm tried to salv age the Exodus for scrap. To ensure that 

she would rise she was cut in half As the bow began to emerge above 

water, it suddenly sank, never to be seen again. No further salv^age 

operation was attempted. The only crew member to witness her end 
was Ike. 


Sources 


As well as the transcripts provided by Jill Samuels of her interviews 
over many years with those involved with the Exodus, including 
British officers, politicians and survivors, I have been shown official 
records, memoranda and a wide range of published and unpublished 
material by other people. Their contributions have filled the gaps in 
human memory. Professor Aviva Halamish, a distinguished historian 
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here. Governed by Britain’s Official Secrets Act as to what they could 
confirm, what they did prov ide proved to be most valuable. 
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plans to purchase the Exodus ship and launch it on 
its ill-fated mission. Thomas also records the storied 
history of the ship, from its many years hauling pas¬ 
sengers and freight on the Chesapeake Bay, to its 
use as a transport craft for the British in World War II 
before being handed back to the U.S. Navy to serve 
at Omaha Beach as the USS President Warfield, to 
its role in the covert mission that gave name to Leon 
Uris’s bestselling novel Exodus. Told through the 
testimony of survivors who have never before been 
interviewed, and supported by extensive research 
and hitherto unpublished documentation. Operation 
Exodus is the deeply moving saga of a people who 
risked all in search for a home. 
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